Abstract
CONSTRUCTING FAITH CULTURES: CATECHUMENAL EVANGELISM
IN THE EARLY CHURCH, EARLY METHODISM AND ALPHA
Tory Kyle Baucum
Scholars have recognized missing links in the evangelization processes of
Christian churches. This dissertation identifies and examines the nature of one of those
ng links by comparing features of early Methodism and Alpha - two very effective
evangelistic processes - under the rubric of "catechetical evangelism." Catechetical
evangelism focuses on creating a "culture of faith" - a network of beliefs and practices
and attitudes - where people are encouraged to experience the gift of faith.
The kind of religious enculturation investigated here utilizes a group process
approach of accompanying emerging Christians on their way to a living faith. The
purpose of this dissertation is to understand the nature ofthis process - how and why it
works, when it does work. A comparative analysis of three different historic
evangelizations has been employed to study this process. Encapsulation theory (which
inquires how personal identity is reconstructed via a group process) and the historic
catechumenate (a group process of initiation into the Christian faith) provide the
historical/theoretical bases of this research.
Specifically, the social processes described in encapsulation theory and the
practices inherent within the catechumenate constitute the comparisons which comprises
the body of the dissertation. Surprisingly this comparative analysis discovered and
illuminated four perennial practices that constitute "catechetical evangelism:" relations
which encourage friendship (chapter three); rituals which inaugurate community (chapter

four); rhetorical delivery of nonnative content for emerging Christians (chapter five); and
roles which encourage meaningful participation in the process (chapter six). When these
four practices are operative they tend to encourage people to take further steps in their
journey toward conversion to Christ. One way to understand this dissertation is the
documentation of a set of historic evangelistic processes and practices in search of a
theoretical basis.
Several findings arose from the comparison. First, Christian conversion, at a
sociological level, is a species of social influence where friendship is both the nonnative
means and end of the process. Second, rites are not necessarily rote because they are
never divorced from their effect on our friends. Third, the Sennon on the Mount is
nonnative content for emerging Christians because it describes and develops friendship
with Christ in community. And fourth, roles include everyone in the ever-widening
circle of friendship constitutive of a "faith culture."
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CHAPTER 1
The Evangelistic Missing Linle A Culture of Faith

Throughout history, Christian groups have, with varying degrees of success, often
attempted to perpetuate and extend the reach of their beliefs. It is axiomatic that the
growth and longevity of religious groups depends upon the addition of new believers.
Without successful methods of identifying and incorporating new members, even oncethriving religious communities degenerate and die. l There are many links - methods of
identification and incorporation - within the evangelistic chain leading to conversion.
This chapter deals with one that is often missing in Christian evangelization.
Background to the Study
This research addresses a current missiological challenge through a comparative
study of early British Methodism and the Alpha movement, two effective Anglican
evangelization processes. Why early Methodism and Alpha? Because they effectively
socialized seekers into redemptive community during the eighteenth and late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries, respectively. They both began as Anglican
evangelization processes, and both have been compared favorably to the catechumenate,
a congregational-based evangelization process of the post-apostolic Church. In a hostile
Greco-Roman culture, the catechumenate created an environment conducive to believing,
or what could be called a "faith culture" (to be explained later). Since early Methodism
and Alpha have also created environments conducive to faith and share catechumenal
qualities, the catechumenate serves both as a precedent and a basis of comparison

I A few miles from where I write stands Shaker Village, a historically preserved township belonging to a
once thriving community of Shaker believers that exhibited some of the features this dissertation explores.
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2
between early Methodism and Alpha.2 In this sense, the following comparative study
will cut a new path by proceeding from a category that is organic to the Christian
tradition itself rather than one imported from the behavioral sciences.3
Methodology of the Study
As used in this dissertation, a comparative study refers "to social scientific
analyses involving observations in more than one social system or in the same social
system at more than one point in time" (Warwick and Osherson 1973 :8). The
comparative method has been used in various disciplines to great effect and especially in
the field of religious studies. This approach requires the researcher to explore the whole
gamut of possibilities before settling on a set of concepts, words or practices that best
describe the phenomena under investigation. It is motivated by the belief that
"understanding comes from comparing and contrasting" (Muck 2005:140).
The comparative method of study can proceed from a bias toward either the
compare function (how separate phenomena are alike) or the contrast function (how
separate phenomena differs), though to be thorough it is important to observe how
differing sets of phenomena are both similar and different. However, a study that sets out
to explore "continuities in conflict" within the broader Christian tradition may have to
emphasize the compare function in order to unearth the seemingly irreconcilable
differences. In a divided Church, where the question "what does Epworth have to do

2 John Wesley makes the parallel to early Methodism and the catechumenate explicit in The People called
Methodists (Wesley, Works 9:258 [hereafter cited as WJW]).
3 Terms such as "sodality vs. modality" or "sect vs. church" or even the Latin phrase "ecc1esiolae in
ecc1esia" is often employed to explore the character of early Methodism as small church within a larger
state church (Snyder 1980). Though these constructs are helpful in many respects, this research examines
previously studied historical material through another, more organic interpretive lens.
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with Hippo?" is a very real one, the compare function must predominate in order to
demonstrate a shared tradition where denominational bias suggest there is none. 4
Perspectives of the Study
No research is done in a vacuum; there is no such thing as a purely objective or
bias free point of view. That is most true of this dissertation. It arises from a personal
and vocational concern which translates into an historical and sociological point of view.
In the hopes of a self-aware and critically informed piece of research, these perspectives
will now be discussed.
Historical Perspective. There is no single grid or privileged position for history
either; history is often constructed when a person or group wants to resolve certain
problems about who they are now (Lowenthal 1985:217-38). To acknowledge no
privileged vantage point does not imply that all vantage points are equally valid or
helpful. In particular the Christian, who engages the Church' s past as a part of her own
maturation in self-awareness, ought to engage this heritage as a steward. That is, she
should come with the awareness that she is involved with a community of believers
extended in time and space and upon whose faithfulness and (even unfaithfulness) she is
the beneficiary, and to some degree, a product. As Rowan Williams explains, as a
Christian historian:
I should at least be thinking of my identity as a believer in terms of a whole
immeasurable exchange of gifts, known and unknown, by which particular
Christian lives are built up, an exchange no less vital and important for being
frequently an exchange between living and dead . ... I do not know, theologically
4 The comparison function predominates for two reasons : first, there is a bias against seeing these three
evangelistic processes as related and second, because missiology typically applies the form/meaning
distinction common to anthropology. As a missiological study of historical practices, this research
highlights deep function and meaning over surface forms.
5 Michael Green suggest some of the theological and pastoral principles responsible for some of Alpha's
effectiveness but he does not address the historical or sociological context in which those principles operate
( 1998).
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speaking, where my debts begin and end. What anyone believing life makes
possible for others (and for which particular others) is not there for inspection.
How my progress towards the specific and unique likeness of Christ that is my
calling is assisted by any other Christian life is always going to be obscure
(2005:27).
Understanding historical inquiry as an exchange of gifts whereby the body of Christ is
built up and empowered is determinative to this study.
So has the idea that Christians become open to those gifts often only when a crisis
has driven us to see our own inadequacies, our own missional impotence. By encouraging
a conversation between three diverse and historically separated church leaders, this
research has not only followed where the evidence has led but has revealed another
historical presupposition. Williams is once again helpful in clarifying the perspective
taken here:
The dangers of looking to the past for a solution of present difficulties are obvious
enough; but there is another way of approaching this which is less fraught with
risk. If we begin from our axiom of common membership in the Body, there will
always be gifts to be received from the past; we can expect that we shall find
something that we had not grasped until a contemporary crisis had brought it into
focus (2005:97).
The ensuing conversation between three historically divergent interlocutors proceeds
from this sense of a deep and wide solidarity in the body of Christ across the ages and our
need for one another's gifts and insights.

In this particular instance, it means retrieving

insights and lessons from the third and fourth centuries ofthe church' s evangelistic
practices.
One gift of the Christian heritage is the various ways in which the faith has been
transmitted across social and cultural boundaries. The post-apostolic Church commonly
did so by creating evangelistic environments, spreading the Christian vision through a
process known as the catechumenate (Hinson 1981 :213-215). Thus, the catechumenate
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serves as an historic (as well as an organic) category of comparison in this dissertation.
As an evangelistic precedent, the catechumenate provides an essential
historical/interpretive context for understanding early Methodism and Alpha as perennial
forms of evangelization. As apostolic expressions within the frontiers of the church, each
ofthese three evangelistic processes could be seen as "recurrent forms" of Christian
evangelization (Davies 1973: 11).
The catechumenate clearly functioned from the second through the fifth centuries
of the church 's mission as a process of enculturation for inquirers (Hinson 1981),
Beyond this general acknowledgment, scholars disagree about the exact contours of the
catechumenate for it was modified and adapted to various social contexts and pastoral
challenges over a period of three centuries (Kreider 1999). Depending on the context, the
catechumenate included two, three or four stages lasting anywhere from one to three
years. Functioning on the cutting edge of the church 'S mission as it did, the variation
should not be surprising, It was never intended to be a rigid process. The phase of the
catechumenate that is most opaque (due to lack of data) is the earliest stage, when seekers
made their initial inquiry into the Christian faith and community (Yarnell 1994:2-7).
Early Methodism and Alpha are more recent, highly documented and effective
examples of evangelization that share distinct catechumenal qualities. When examined
together, the catechumenate provides a useful precedent from which to examine early
Methodism and Alpha's approach to evangelization.
Sociological Perspective. In addition to an historical perspective, this dissertation
also utilizes a sociological one. Social influence, and especially encapsulation theory,
illuminates some of the social processes that help transform identity. The theory posits
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that people are re-socialized most effectively in an ideological and relational womb that
is nurtured by the "amniotic fluid" of roles, relations, rhetoric and rituals (Greil and
Rudy). Lewis Rambo 's application of this theory to conversion studies provides the
primary theoretical basis for this research. This dissertation (as will be explained later)
utilizes Rambo ' s model of advocate-receptor interaction to interpret the evangelistic
processes of early Methodism and Alpha in order to understand how each movement
encapsulated seekers into evangelistic environments or "faith cultures." This
historical/sociological framework is discussed fully in chapter two.
Rationale for the Study
The initial impetus for this study came out of my own struggle for a living faith,
and then in tum, helping other people. My continued interest has been fueled by a
vocational interest (some would say "obsession"). Thus, the rationale for this study is
both personal and missional.
Personal Rationale. I remember becoming a Christian over a period of two or
three years while attending an interdenominational youth group. About fifty teenagers
gathered on Friday nights to sing, pray and listen to my best friend's mother teach
Scripture. It was in the context of that group of friends and supportive adults that I began
to believe the good news that Christ loved me and, in time, discovered that I could
become his friend.
At the same time I was attending a church where the normative model of
evangelism was preaching and (usually extended and guilt-inducing) altar call. Apart
from the sermon, Sunday school, and personal witnessing there was no mechanism for
ongoing evangelism and discipleship in this church. At the time I hardly noticed this lack
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of Christian nurture for I still attended the interdenominational youth group. However,
once I left home for college there was no youth group to support my nascent faith. The
only model of evangelism I was exposed to was proclamation and personal witnessing.
The following testimony recounts an all too familiar scenario:
I remember going, as a boy, to a radio relay in Leeds Town Hall of one of
Billy Graham' s sermons and being much moved by what I heard. So at
the end, when he appealed to members of the congregation to come to the
front and give their lives to Christ, I went forward. Afterwards, sitting at a
card table with one of the team of counselors, I was given a wallet of Bible
texts of the "wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way
" variety
and told to examine my life for bad habits and to stop doing them. This
provoked much guilt and unhappiness in me over the next few months
because of course I could not give up all my bad habits. I would try and,
after holding out for a while, I would give in - only to be filled with
remorse and selfhate. It never occurred to me to reflect that the counselor
had asked me to do exactly what I could not do - to save myself by my
own moral effort. Whereas, the good news is, of course, that what I
cannot do myself, Christ does on my account. God does not condemn but
forgives. All I need t do is to accept his forgiveness. That really is all
there is to it. (Mullen 1985:106-107)
Mullen 'S experience was relived in a number of other seekers I knew in that season of my
pilgrimage, though I am sure it was not the intention of those who ministered to them just
as it surely was not the intention of those who counseled Mullins. But his experience
does illustrate a common feature of much contemporary evangelism: it is reductionistic to
the point of misrepresentation. Christian evangelists, and the methods they employ, too
often only provide a partial and incomplete initiation into the full power of salvation.
Over time the obvious reductionism and distortions of this approach to
evangelism were becoming more evident to me. It also occurred to me that this was not
the way I myself had come to faith. The youth group of my adolescence nurtured faith in
me over a period of several months, patiently listened to my questions, made room for
my doubts and fears, and generally helped me belong so that I could believe. I found
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myself in complete sympathy with William Abraham' s critique of the most common
approach to evangelism.
At the very best, most modem evangelism hands over two things: deeply
reduced fragments of the Christian message and the personalistic debris of
the Christian moral tradition. It does not supply an adequate summary of
the Christian intellectual tradition; it does not introduce the new convert to
those gifts of the Spirit without which it is impossible to be an adequately
equipped agent of the kingdom in the world; and it does not hand over
those fundamental spiritual disciplines without which the believer will
ultimately suffocate and die. (Abraham 1989:141)
After college, I joined the Episcopal Church and was exposed to another
dominant model of evangelization. It essentially assumed everyone in the pew (and
largely outside the church) was already evangelized and that what needed to happen now
was to bring society under the reign of Christ. It was not uncommon to hear frequent
harangues against America's alternate trinity: racism, sexism, and homophobia. Though
I found myself sympathetic to the prophetic urge to right societal wrongs, I was uneasy
about the equally reductionistic way my new denomination was attempting to fulfill the
Great Commission.
Ifproclamation alone didn't work, I felt sure that activism alone would not bring
the kingdom close either; at least I saw lots of evidence against it. Again, I found myself
sympathetic to Abraham ' s diagnosis of the problem:
The pertinent problem to identify is that this debate leaves out a crucial
missing link between proclamation and social action. It assumes that new
believers can move naturally from hearing the gospel to social action.
This is psychological and spiritual nonsense
It omits the crucial need
for adequate grounding in the faith. Certainly we can ask no less than that
the new convert or believer pray for the coming of the kingdom of God
here on earth as it is in heaven. An important principle then applies: The
more we ask of the convert in social action, the more we must grapple
with providing those intellectual, moral and spiritual resources that will
make possible such discipleship. (Abraham 1993:127-28)
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In order to discern a call to serve the Church I enrolled in Trinity Episcopal

School for Ministry in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. In the context of Anglican history, our
church history professor encouraged us to study the peripatetic Anglican evangelist, John
Wesley. I discovered that Wesley's own conversion (and subsequent approach to
evangelization) was markedly similar to how I had been converted. Wesley himself had
come to a living faith over time, in the context of a small group of mentoring and
nurturing Christians, just as I had (Tomkins 2003:56-63). Based on my own experience,
two features of this model were familiar and filled me with hope. First, many of the early
Methodists learned about Christ and His call on their life in the context of a small group
of caring Christian friends. Second, they discovered that the quality of the group's
common life made Christ's claims and promises credible and attractive. In measurable
time, they too grew to believe in Jesus and to love Him. Based on a study of early
Methodist conversion narratives, Tom Albin drew the following conclusion: "From the
historical accounts that have survived it appears that early Methodist spirituality could be
characterized as a positive process in which lay leadership and direction played a key role
along with that of the local community rather than sudden experiences related to a fear of
death and hell" (1985:279). These converts exchanged allegiances, transferring their
citizenship to heaven. Christ became their Lord and the Methodist society their surrogate
family (Hunter 1987:121). Their conversions weren't always dramatic or exuberant
(though many were) but they were passionately felt and had staying power, just as mine
did.
Missional Rationale. For the first five years of my ministry as an Episcopal priest
I sought to put my nascent understanding of Wesley and small group ministry into
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practice. I invited and enrolled people in small groups. I sought to build community and
discipleship in those groups. Nevertheless, unlike Wesley, I had not figured out how to
utilize groups evangelistically. The fellowship of our groups was so warm and
nourishing that they tended to self-enclose. They were highly bounded, if not by design
then certainly by effect so that non-members or seekers, for whom they were originally
designed, found them hard to penetrate. Keeping the groups focus on Christ and his
transforming call while simultaneously relating inclusively and liberally with all sorts and
conditions of people is easier said than done. So while I sought to honeycomb the parish
with small groups, I was attempting (but largely failing) to evangelize in ways that were
congruent with my understanding and experience of salvation.
In 1993 - my fifth year of parish ministry - I was introduced to the Alpha course.

I soon discovered that it had all the known components necessary to create the
instructional, transformational fellowship for which I had been searching: basic Christian
teaching, belonging in small groups, and a structured process of participation and
incorporation. I also discovered, to my delight, that Alpha is a congregationally led and
hospitality-based form of evangelism. During Alpha, seekers encounter the welcome of
God as it is expressed in the welcome of God's people. During Alpha inquirers are
encouraged to decide for Christ and yield to his Spirit but over time and at their own
pace, if at all. Alpha filled the missiological gap that had been left by the prochimation
and social action approaches of my past.
For the past eleven years I have been evangelizing and teaching others how to
evangelize in this way. And the gap is now gone.
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So what exactly is Alpha? Alpha is an approach to evangelization, at the heart of
which is a ten-week course in basic Christianity. The course explores basic doctrines and
practices (for example "Who is Jesus?," "Who is the Holy Spirit?," and "How do I
Pray?") in the context of Christian hospitality (a common meal, singing, small groups)
that encourages seekers to trust Christ and live in the power of his Holy Spirit. However,
this important question merits a fuller explanation than it normally receives. It appears
that some of the confusion - and/or misinformed judgment - surrounding Alpha stems
from an insufficient historical and sociological perspective on the course. 5 This
dissertation aims, in part, to help clarify this confusion.
Because of its common features, some have compared Alpha to early Methodism
(Tompkins 2003b). Like Wesley's class meetings, Alpha has caught on and rapidly
diffused throughout England, North America, indeed, most countries of the world. What
began as a trickle of five courses being offered in the USA in 1995 has swelled to over
7,000 courses in 2005. The geographical reach of Alpha is even more impressive. It is
now run in 150 countries (including the Three-self Church of China) and among churches
of every major Christian denomination from Pentecostal Holiness to Roman Catholic.

6

Alpha has not lacked detractors. From the theological right, Alpha tends to be
criticized for being too focused on the person of the Holy Spirit and religious experience.
Conservative critics often blast Alpha' s methodology, concerned that it doesn't
sufficiently proclaim Protestant distinctives (Hunt 2001:46-49). One goes so far as to say,
"The God of Alpha is not the God of the Bible, the plight of man in Alpha is not as

6 The proliferation of Alpha does not compare to the rapid diffusion of Methodism in all particulars, for the
particulars differed. For example, early Methodism established an ecclesiastical structure comprised of
preaching chapels, a class-band nexus of pastoral care and a coterie of itinerant evangelists who supervised
them. There is no equivalently developed organizational structure within Alpha at this time.
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serious as in the Bible, and the Jesus Christ of Alpha is not the Jesus Christ of the Bible"
(Hunt 2001 : 50). Criticism from the theological left tends to focus on its alleged lack of
theological sophistication and opportunities for social ministry during the course. Though
this criticism has some merit for the ten week course itself, it is not true of the church
which originated the course or the many who have adopted it. Indeed, Alpha is now run
in 80% of the prisons of the UK and has catalyzed church plants in east London. So
Alpha does, over time, generate greater theological sophistication and ministries of
justice and mercy; indeed three talks in the course itself explicitly exhort emerging
Christians to get involved in works of mercy. An Episcopal critic derides Alpha for these
supposed failures, hurling the worst of all Episcopal insults at Alpha: "Anglicans are
sometimes referred to as 'catholic lite' - a term that makes me cringe - but from what I
could glean from the tapes, the Alpha approach is 'fundamentalist lite' - in my opinion
an even more unfortunate development" (Lawrence 2002: 12).
After leading Alpha (and teaching others to lead it) for the past decade I have
concluded that most - but by no means all - detractors lack an historical, sociological or
missiological context in which to adequately understand or critique it. Thus, as the
quotes above suggest, the criticisms tend to arise out of either one or the other operative
evangelistic paradigms. According to William Abraham "evangelism has been reduced
to forms of social action among liberals and to manipulative schemes of conversion
among conservatives. In the last decade, however, the beginnings of a vital conversation
have become noticeable" (1993 : 117). A historical and sociological interpretive context
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for Alpha, which in part this dissertation seeks to provide, aims to extend and deepen this
new conversation.
One scholar in particular has contributed to this vital conversation and has
favorably compared Alpha to aspects of Celtic evangelism (Hunter 2000: 113-116).7 Of
particular appeal, given my spiritual history and theological commitments, is Alpha's
favorable comparison to early British Methodism (Tompkins 2003b). Specifically,
Alpha's similarity to Wesley's utilization of hospitable groups in the evangelization
process suggests another way of recovering the evangelistic missing link identified by
Abraham. Explicating the shared, missing link between these two operative models
seems a critical step in the healing of evangelistically sterile churches - and is the
primary purpose of this dissertation.
Purpose of the Study
The primary purpose of this comparative study is to clarify how the social
processes and practices inherent within catechumenal styles of evangelism actually create
a "culture of faith" or an "evangelistic environment" conducive to trust in Christ. Since
inculcating a living faith in a living God through a resurrected Christ is what early
Methodism and Alpha both aimed to achieve, four different practices and processes of the
evangelistic culture (relations, rituals, rhetoric and roles) are examined in order to
understand how each of them encapsulated emerging Christians. It is hoped that
examining two proven forms of Anglican evangelization within a diachronic (historic)
and synchronic (organic) perspective will lead to a deeper understanding of

7 In a more recent book, Hunter refers to Alpha as the most effective evangelization program currently
utilized, but notes that most congregations are so relationally and culturally self-enclosed that they are not
able to implement the strategy (2003 :205-206). I fear this is often the case.
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evangelization. Essentially, this dissertation examines perennial evangelization processes
(chapter 3,4, 5, and 6) in order to theorize about why they actually work (chapter 7).
Another, more practical, purpose of this research is to equip churches to create the
kind of culture that is conducive to evangelization-indeed, the very kind of culture that
appears to be represented by early Methodism and Alpha. How can congregations
become good hosts? What agencies are necessary to encourage faith in Christ? This
study proposes to compare aspects of Alpha to early Methodism against the backdrop of
the catechurnenate in order to better understand the agency of evangelism. Thus, it is an
inquiry into some of the processes that help incubate the "good infection" of the gospel
(Crandall 1999:38-65). It is hypothesized that comparing two evangelization processes in
order to understand why they actually helped people cross the threshold of faith should
elucidate the factors that create evangelization processes. 8
Thus, this research focuses on a very narrow but critical challenge: How do

Christian congregations create an evangelistic environment or "faith culture" in which
seekers can explore and experiment, embrace and eventually even extend the Christian
way to others?

Statement of the Problem: Constructing a Faith Culture
This study seeks to find an important evangelistic "missing link" through

ressourcement, the leveraging of the Christian tradition for present missional challenges. 9

8 "Effectiveness" refers not to the success but the more modest claim that these processes produce or
"effect" what they intended to produce, which is helping people cross the threshold of a living faith.
9 Ressourcement is a conscious strategy of reading and leveraging the Christian tradition in order "to
resource" the church's ongoing mission of incarnational witness and is associated most visibly with Rowan
Williams, the current Archbishop of Canterbury, and the theological movement known as Radical
Orthodox, which he helped launched (Smith 2004). In the field ofmissiology, George Hunter and Howard
Snyder have pioneered their own form of missiological ressourcement from which this research derives its
inspiration and model.
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Given their common roots in Anglicanism, early Methodism provides a useful
background and resource for understanding the kind of process oriented evangelization
utilized by Alpha. Since Wesley characteristically and continually resourced the ancient
Christian tradition (and in particular the catechumenate) to enrich and guide his own
evangelistic enterprise, the catechumenate provides a precedent and organic connection
to both early Methodism and Alpha (WJW9:258).
Background to the Problem
This research is a comparative study of Christian evangelization as a group
process or what one might call a socially constructed "faith culture." As George Hunter
and other observers of the Western church argue, many Christians and their churches do
not know how effectively to befriend and engage pre-Christian peoples in ways that make
the Christian faith a live possibility for theni (1996:35-80). The predominant model of
church-based evangelism tends to place the pre-Christian seeker in a passive and nonparticipative position. Hunter describes this model in his parable of "Old East Side
Church," which he describes as an "attend-sit-and-listen" approach to Christianization
(2003:71-73).
This propensity toward passivity is further compounded by an American tendency
to privatize and individualize religion, which consequently separates believing from
belonging. Coupled with the advent of radio and television, the "attend-sit-and-listen"
strategy often morphs into a "sit-and-listen" strategy (Mitchell 1999). Based on years of
polling, George Gallup has concluded that anywhere from two-thirds to three-quarters of
Americans believe that "religious belief and practice may evolve in isolation from
authoritative bodies" (1989:77). Passivity plus privatization is evangelistically
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counterproductive, especially since the core reality of Christianity entails a deep
interpersonal connection with God and others (Vacek 1994). The Church perpetuates this
failed strategy whenever it discounts, or inadequately engages, seekers ' need to
participate interpersonally in the quest for faith.
The urgency of participation in the quest for faith is why Sam Shoemaker utilized
what he called "faith experiments." Shoemaker had a deep intuitive understanding of the
participatory nature of Christian belief and believing. So he recommended a three step
process for those who desired to experience a living faith. First, he argued faith had to be
real to the advocate before it would be to the seeker; it must be real to us and flow out of
us as naturally as laughter or interest in our work. Second, Shoemaker taught the best
way to engage people with our faith is to befriend them. People come to faith by
experiencing it first hand in an interpersonal connection with carriers of faith. And third,
the Christian witness must engage in the ministry of conversation and, in measurable
time, encourage a decision. Shoemaker believed that "people move into deeper
theological conceptions, not alone by further study and knowledge, but by richer spiritual
experiences, by being brought into the chain of events which flow from a full faith.
When the deeper experience is encouraged it may take a deeper faith and theology to
interpret it" (Shoemaker 1948:39).
Therefore, the overriding problem this dissertation addresses is the systemic
inability of many churches to construct an evangelistic environment or "faith culture" - a

participatory, interpersonally rich context where people learn to connect authentically
with God and one another. This contemporary missiological challenge - the corporate
facilitation of conversion through the social construction of a faith culture - will be
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examined by comparing the evangelistic "faith cultures" of early Methodism and the
Alpha course against the backdrop of the catechumenate.
Furthermore, this study focuses primarily on the processes (relations, rituals,
rhetoric and roles) and some ofthe practices (friendship, common meals, Jesus' teaching
and ministry together) rather than the product of conversion (converts and their stories).
The process that facilitates conversion is what is meant by evangelism. Since conversion
can also be viewed as the result of a series of interactions between the potential convert
and Christian witness, this research focuses on the advocate' s side of this interactionwhat the church could and should be doing to create an environment conducive to faith
(Rambo 1992: 188). As stated above, early Methodism and Alpha will be compared from
the precedent of the catechumenate, which will be utilized as a heuristic device to analyze
common processes. Since Wesley saw his own evangelistic process in terms of the
catechumenate and because the Roman Catholic Church has approved Alpha as a precatechesis phase for the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults ("RCIA"), the
catechumenate also has the advantage of being an organic category, as discussed above.

10

Statement of the Problem
In light of the above issues, the problem under investigation can now be
explicitly and succinctly stated: This is a study of Christian evangelization that

emphasizes the importance of a corporate construction of an evangelistic environment or
"faith culture. " Because many churches do not understand or fail to create such cultures
they are evangelistically sterile; they are pathologically incapable ofgenerating,
nurturing or sustaining the gift offaith in irreligious, nominally religious or even
10 Though early Methodism is often interpreted in sociological terms, Wesley himself employed the
category of catechumenate to describe his evangelistic innovation (WJW 9:258). This will be discussed in
greater detail in chapter two.
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religious people. As an attempt to address this missiological challenge historically, the
f aith cultures of early Methodism and Alpha will be compared to a common p recedent the ancient catechumenate.
As discussed earlier, this comparative study will utilize two heuristic devices : "the
encapsulation phase" of conversion derived from social influence theory and the historic
catechumenate. Since early Methodism and Alpha both have catechumenal qualities and
function as a form of encapSUlation, these paradigms provide an intrinsic or organic
perspective. The four social processes - relations, ritual, rhetoric and roles - embodied in
the ancient catechumenate as well as encapSUlation theory, serve as a precedent and
pattern for the ensuing comparisons.
There are at least two associated opportunities to be addressed. First, the
ecumenical opportunity created by this comparison will be addressed. That is, a
comparison of Alpha to early Methodism from the perspective of the ancient
catechumenate will situate both movements in a set of practices arising from the
canonical heritage of the undivided Church. If early Methodism and Alpha can be shown
to replicate, in important ways, the ancient catechumenate then they may be understood
as a truly "catholic" model of evangelization that has relevance to the whole church
(Rack 1987). This suggests, in other words, that the wisdom of early Methodism and
Alpha are not merely for Wesleyans, Anglicans or even evangelicals but for the whole
Church, especially those who aspire for apostolic faithfulness . It is believed that this
research supports Abraham' s hypothesis concerning the future of evangelization:

In my judgment, the future lies in the hands of those who can reach across
the divisions of the last millennium and retrieve with integrity the
extraordinary narrative bequeathed in the canonical traditions of the early
ecumenical traditions. Even though this is not the general consensus that

19
one encounters in much academic theology nor the line one hears from the
more visible leadership of the mainline churches, the prospects for this
happening now are much greater than they were a generation ago.
(1993:124)
Furthermore, this research was undertaken in the belief that early Methodism and Alpha
have relevance for the whole church 's evangelization ministry, though that relevance is
not always appreciated or understood. Thus, it is hoped that this research will advance a
deeper appreciation of early Methodism and Alpha's catholicity and ecumenical
relevance. 11
Second, a comparative study of early Methodism and Alpha as examples of "faith
cultures" accents the corporate and polymorphous nature of evangelism as a Christian
species of socialization or enculturation (Kallenberg 2002:31-65). Thus, this study
required a familiarity with socialization theory and specifically the group process known
as "encapsulation." Encapsulation theorizes how groups may encourage the
transformation of one 's identity through social influence. It is utilized by Lewis Rambo
to clarify the interaction phase of his conversion process. In the interaction phase of
conversion the potential convert is enculturated through interacting with others via a
matrix of rituals, relationships, roles and rhetoric (Rambo 1993: 102-23). This theoretical
construct will be utilized to clarify the processes (and practices) early Methodists and
Alpha leaders have used to resocialize emerging Christians into a "faith culture." In
particular, this research employs the four social components/processes operative in the
catechumenate that incubated seekers and nurtured and birthed them into new life. These

II This catholicity refers both to their anchorage in the early Church's catechumenal evangelism ministry
but also to their contemporary relevance to the whole church. This relevance can be evidenced by the
"Drew Consultation" which explored Wesley's ecumenical importance (Rowe 1976) and is seen more
recently in the promising dialogue between Wesleyan and Radical Orthodox theologians (Long 2003 and
2005). Alpha 's universality is evidenced by its endorsement and use of nearly every major church and
church leader in world Christianity. This dissertation is centered in all of these conversations and realities.
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are then applied to early Methodism and Alpha. Understanding the social components of
encapsulation - what they were and how they functioned within the whole culture of faith
- is critical to this comparative analysis of early Methodism and Alpha. A central focus
of this research is what one might call an "amniocentesis of the evangelization process,"
whereby particular examples of these processes are compared and, to a lesser degree,
contrasted to one another. 12
In sum, this dissertation explores these two interrelated queries: (1) how faith
cultures are created that nurture new life in Christ; (2) in what ways early Methodism and
Alpha might be understood as two historic instances and models of the faith culture. The
lessons learned should help the church better understand Christian evangelization and fill
the missing link in contemporary evangelism.
Two additional ideas merit consideration. First, a culture that is constituted by
faith implies that faith is being utilized effectively. Whether faith is rationally or
intuitively grasped (or both), its essential meaning and structure should be understood
and practiced. This study proceeds from the belief that for Wesley Christianity was
essentially a social religion and that one of his most important achievements and
perennial contributions to the wider church was to demonstrate how saving faith was
socially embodied (Snyder 1980 and Meadows 2001). Indeed, the doyen of Wesleyan
studies, Albert Outler, suggests that Wesley's understanding of the role of faith in the
evangelistic enterprise is of singular importance in Wesleyan theology.
This vision of Christian existence begins with "the hearing of faith" - the
moment of actual conversion. The man who finally hears God's good
news for him is one who, beforehand, was either desperate or empty or
12 As argued above, the comparison function predominates in order to overcome the denominational biases
of a divided church and because missiology commonly utilizes the form/meaning distinction which
promotes comparative analysis .
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smug. He was, as Wesley said, "dead" or, at best, an "almost Christian."
The gist of sin is man' s false perception of God's wrath, or of his mercy,
or of his absence. The sinner supposes himself as either able to save
himself (which is false) or else as hopelessly lost (which is also false).
The transit from the death of sin to the life of faith is made possible by the
disclosure, in Christ, of God' s accepting, reconciling love. The
recognition and acceptance of this love as personally real is faith.
(1996:32)
According to Wesley, faith is best understood as interpersonal trust in the triune-God that
opens the door to community - both divine and human: "For we can't rightly serve God
unless we love him. And we can't love him unless we know him; neither can we know
God, unless by faith" (WJW 11: 106). As such, faith has a certain epistemological priority
in evangelization for early Methodism, as it does for Alpha (Knight 2001 :46-48).
Second, faith not only illuminates divine reality but enlarges a person' s vision of
his or her potential. 13 Faith is interpersonal trust and loyalty, thus it focuses one' s
attention to a divine-human relationship and the possibilities inherent in it. In this
context, "Christian conversion, then, should be seen as a conversion to a lifetime of
spiritual formation" (Clapper 2001:214). A lifetime of spiritual transformation is the
teleological pull of a socially embodied culture of faith (Meadows 2001 :229-233). Such
a culture of faith engenders hope that the transformation is possible. In this way a faith
culture acculturates people to the kingdom of God, providing foretastes of its reality.

Research Questions
This dissertation will explore three sets of questions related to the threefold
challenge: descriptive, analytical, and practical. The first sets of questions are descriptive
13 This is similar to Stark's and Finke 's proposition that "the higher its level of tension with its
surroundings, the more extensive the commitment to a religious organization. [And] as applied to religious
commitment, extensive refers to the range and depth of religious effects on the individual." (2000:144)
Only we are hypothesizing an extensive effect arising from a spiritual tension due to a radical
differentiation from sin rather than society.
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and historical in nature. As an historical example of Christian evangelization, how do
early Methodism and the Alpha course exhibit the essential social components of
encapSUlation? In other words, what specific social processes (i.e. what specific rituals,
rhetoric, roles and relations) did early Methodism and the Alpha course use to create a
"culture of faith" - an environment conducive to the gift of faith? Within those four
processes does one detect constant practices?
Second, in light of these two examples of evangelization, what can be
learned about Rambo's interaction phase of the conversion process? How do
these historic instances of encapSUlation inform the theory? Is there a new insight
about encapsulation that Rambo has missed or under-emphasized? A
phenomenology of evangelization illuminates these two historical examples but it
is also the case that these two historical examples reflect light back on the process
itself.
Finally, focusing on this part of the evangelization/conversion process leads to a
third and final set of questions of a practical nature. How do the similarities and
differences between these two examples of evangelization and the corporate (re-)
construction of faith inform the practice of evangelism today? Can this study show
churches better how to construct cultures of faith that help people experience the gift of
faith? Though this final set of questions is explicitly raised and addressed in the
concluding chapter of the dissertation, it lies beneath and motivates the body of this
research.
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Definitions
The following definitions specify the ways in which key words are employed in
this dissertation:

Salvation is a story before it is dogma. It refers to those great divine acts of
deliverance in the Exodus and Passion, divine activities that both bring the kingdom of
God near and are recapitulated and experienced by those who place their trust in the God
ofIsrael and Jesus. According to the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament,
salvation "confers the idea of deliverance. A stronger being brings deliverance to the
weak or oppressed by the superior intervention. Personal relationships are stressed as
there is a rescue from situations brought about by the hostile intent of others" (Kittel and
Friedrich 1948: 7:971). This deliverance is inclusive of the whole world, however its
shape and trajectory is most easily grasped if understood in terms ofa series of stages or
phases in a person' s life. The grace of God, God's undeserved pardon and power active
in each stage must be responded to, which is further nurtured by grace. Because the
proper object of salvation is the whole world, God's deliverance has social and cosmic
dimensions. The tripartite division of Wesley's Standard Sermons and Alpha's standard
talks covered in Questions ofLife. Challenging Lifestyle and Revival reflect the holistic,
even cosmic scope of salvation. Salvation's universal scope and radical reach is clearly
and succinctly articulated in Wesley's sermon "The New Creation" (WJW2:500-510). It
is the radical and transformative nature of salvation, which requires in part such a radical
re-orientation of one's perspective, that conversion generally accompanies Christian
salvation.
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Conversion generically refers to a change toward, or an intensification of, a
religious identity. The change can be from one god or religious worldview to another. It
can be either dramatic or gradual, though it is usually a combination of both significant
points and ongoing processes. Or, the change can be an intensification of an already
existing religious cOlllq1itment. A convert from Judaism to Christianity is an example of
the former. A change from a nominal Christian commitment to serious discipleship or
holy orders would be an example of the latter. So religious change can be either
extensive or intensive - a radical transformation of one's meaning system and identity or
a consolidation and reaffirmation of a previous inchoate or nominal religious identity
(McGuire 1997:72).

In the psychology of religion, conversion describes a process whereby one's
identity is deconstructed and reconstructed around a new meaning system. (For
Christians this would refer to the deconstruction and reconstruction of our identity around
Jesus and his kingdom). This research is significantly informed by Lewis Rambo who
has schematized the identity path of conversion into seven stages or phases (1993). Of
the seven stages - context, crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, commitment and
consequences - the fifth stage, interaction, is the most illuminating for understanding the
interpersonal nature of conversion. In the interaction stage, a series of exchanges
between seeker and advocate create an "encapsulation" - an evangelistic womb whereby the rhetoric, relations, rituals and roles of the advocating group provide the
amniotic fluid ofthe new religious option. When this stage works well, it provides a
growing sense of trust, affection and confidence in the new view of reality held out by the
new religious option. However, "conversion does not signify an end to the chaos of the
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human experience, it does not make self-understanding easy or guarantee an ordered or
intelligible life. What is changed in conversion is the set of determinates within which
the spirit moves" (Williams 1991 :84). As used in this dissertation, conversion refers
primarily to the receptor's side of personal interaction and transformation, thus it
complements evangelism. From a receptor' s perspective, conversion is the result of
evangelism. Though God does "convert" people, as used in this dissertation the word will
normally refer to the human response to God's gracious initiatives of salvation, which the
evangelist echoes.

Evangelism is defined here as those sets of practices that serve the conversion
process; attitudes and actions that initiate and guide individuals into the kingdom of God.
In a sense, evangelism can be understood as a form of spiritual obstetrics, midwifing the
conversion process. Evangelism is instrumental to salvation, as means to end, and finds
its rationale and fulfillment in people being converted, coming to faith and incorporated
into Christian fellowship. This research generally ascribes to William Abraham' s
definition of evangelism "as that set of intentional activities which is governed by the
goal of initiating people into the kingdom of God for the first time" (1989:95). Whereas
Abraham delineates six major components of this primary initiation (conversion, baptism,
rule of life, rule of faith, life in the spirit, and spiritual disciplines), this research
prioritizes conversion (without denying the intrinsic link with the others). This emphasis
is not meant to devalue the other components - baptism, rule of life, etc. - but rather
highlights the importance of an initial crossing over the threshold of faith and the
indispensability of a radical reorientation to the gift of God's kingdom.
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Kingdom of God refers to the dynamic, sovereign, transcendent reality of God's

active governance and care for the world and everything in it, a reign long prophesied and
waited for in Israel. Jesus ' own announcement of God's kingdom revised (even
subverted) Israel's overly-nationalistic expectations around his own very different plan
and vocation. "His invitation to people to ·enter' the kingdom was a way of summoning
them to allegiance to himself and his program, seen as the start of God's long-awaited
saving reign" (Wright 2002:310).
Though the accent falls on God's dynamic reign, the kingdom of God is a
comprehensive, holistic, transcendent reality that entails a ruler, the ruled, and the realm
in which this rule is exercised (Snyder 1991: 149). In his series of sermons on the Sermon
on the Mount, Wesley referred to the kingdom as the "region of love" (Outler 1984:509).
This region is the ultimate, transcendent reality into which evangelism aims to initiate the
seeker. Since the kingdom of God is ultimately a divine mystery - hidden but revealed,
future yet present, heavenly though also earthly, inner and outer - it can only be
apprehended by faith.
Faith is defined here as trust on the part ofthe convert and trustworthiness on the

part of the advocate and the advocate's God. The ultimate goal of all evangelism is to
elicit such trust and the desire that leads to trust. The movement of faith does not arise by
fear or necessity, but by the desire and longing to share in the goodness of God (Williams
1991 :67). As such, it is the root transaction between God and humans.
This research subscribes to H. R. Niebuhr's triadic understanding of faith as
entailing a trusting interpersonal relation between a self (convert), companion (Christian
community) and cause (the King and kingdom). According to Niebuhr, faith is not a
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thing in and of itself but "relations to persons - habits of behavior in presence of others"
(1951 :25). More specifically faith is the habit of "interpersonal investment and risk and
is exercised in the reciprocities of believing, trusting and being loyal to others (1989:4362). This interpersonal account of faith comports well with the biblical frame of
reference. According to the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, "faith always
bears an essential relationship to the people, individuals being its subjects only as
members of the people" (Kittel and Friedrich 1948:6:198).
For Wesley, faith was a spiritual "sixth" sense. Influenced by Lockean
epistemology, Wesley thought all knowledge of the observable world was gained through
the senses. In an interesting twist on Lockean empiricism, Wesley argued that spiritual
reality was also accessed through the senses - the spiritual "sixth sense" of faith (Wood
1975). As a spiritual sense attuned to spiritual reality, faith is "the eye of the new born
soul. Hereby the true believer in God 'seeth him who is invisible'
whereby a sinner 'hears the voice of the Son of God and lives; '

the ear of the soul,
the palate of the soul.

For hereby a believer 'tastes the good word, and the powers of the world to come'" (WJW
11 :46_47).14

Faith, as used in this dissertation, primarily refers to an active disposition and
longing oriented toward God and God's future that has both individual and corporate
dimensions. Individuals always practice faith, in the Christian sense, by trusting in a

14 An interesting debate prevails in Wesleyan scholarship concerning epistemology: whether and to what
degree John Wesley was influenced by John Locke 's empiricism. Runyon (1999) views Wesl~y as a
modified modem empiricist, whereas Long (2005) understands Wesley to be a medIeval AnglIcan
"illuminationist." This debate is important and should not be minimized. However, it is beyond the scope
of this research and the ability of the research to resolve at this time. We follow William Abraham's advice
to keep epistemology as a "second order" concern, which it certainly was for Wesley. We are also
sympathetic to Abraham' s prioritizing the quest for spiritual renewal (over against epistemological
certainty) through the re-appropriation of the entire canonical heritage, which Wesley and Alpha appear to
do in some measure (Abraham 1999 and 2003).
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trustworthy God with others. This corporate exercise of faith creates, in tum, a "faith
culture."

Faith culture refers to an intrinsically interpersonal environment that engenders,
sustains and transmits trust in Christ. People who live in faith have a new kind of
togetherness based on an unknown future, nevertheless worthy of commitment because it
belongs to God (Williams 1991 :64-65). To sharpen the focus even more, a "faith
culture" refers to an evangelistic environment that is conducive to people trusting in
Christ to forgive their sins and fill them with his Spirit. A faith culture therefore is not
the same as a "faith community" but rather functions as a "sub-culture" within the
community, structuring a way of life that is consciously oriented toward welcoming
others into grace of God in Christ. The social construction of an environment where faith
- interpersonal risk and reciprocity - becomes the norm of human interaction is what is
meant by the phrase "culture of faith." Furthermore, it is often in this kind of
relationally rich environment that the Christian life and vision becomes believable and
desirable (Crandall 1999).
The phrase "faith culture" is a specific, distinctly Christian formulation of
Rambo ' s more generic "matrix of transformation," created by the four social processes of
rituals, roles, relations and rhetoric. (1993: 107) The term "culture" is preferred to
"matrix" because it signals a more comprehensive, adaptive design for living or
structuring life (Luzbetak 1988:156 and Kraft 1996:41). The modifier "faith" is not
meant to eliminate the other two theological virtues, hope and love, but rather to
emphasize faith ' s epistemological priority in the Christian journey (cf. 1 Cor.13: 13).
There are also important parallels between what this dissertation refers to as the
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construction of a "faith culture" and William Abrahams' quest for the recovery of the full
"canonical heritage" of the Church, in that both are a comprehensive set of means of
grace and the nonnative context for the Holy Spirit's saving work among the people of
God (1998 and 2003). A fuller explanation of faith and "faith culture" awaits the
theoretical framework.
Early Methodism as used in this dissertation refers primarily to what is known as
the "Three Rises of Methodism," leading up to the 1744 Conference when the essential
infrastructure and faith culture of Methodism were consolidated (though not fully
matured) (Heitzemater 1995:33-146). During this period, early Methodism was an
Anglican religious societies movement, though modified and enriched by ecumenical
influences. At this point, in particular, one could argue that Methodism perfonned a
catechumenal function for the Church of England - or at least those parishes and dioceses
that welcomed it, for it was not yet highly differentiated from the institutional church. It
was organizationally linked and, in some instances, Episcopally sanctioned. However,
"early Methodism" is sometimes used to refer to the movement during Wesley's entire
lifetime, before it became institutionally separated from the Church of England.
Alpha refers to the evangelistic movement arising from Holy Trinity Brompton,
an Anglican parish located in London, England. At the heart of this movement is a tenweek course in basic Christianity known as the "Alpha course." The course topics
include basic Christian teaching such as "Who is Jesus?" and "How can I pray?" and
"Does God Heal Today?" The course structure is built around a common meal, singing,
and small group interaction. In the middle of the Alpha course, participants spend a
weekend away learning about and experiencing the person and work of the Holy Spirit.
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The goal of the weekend is to increase the interpersonal bonds that reconstruct faith and
create the pre-conditions for vital friendship with God.

CHAPTER 2
Theoretical-Historical Framework: Constructing Faith Cultures

The first chapter analyzed the problem of an evangelization that omits the link
between proclamation and activism as well as neglects the socialization requirements of
conversion. If conversion (at least in part) is the transformation of identity concurrent
with a new primary reference group and its meaning system, then evangelization must
necessarily attend to the social processes which enable people to cross over into the new
group and its uniquely shared view of reality (McGuire 1997: 71-88). If conversion can
be understood psycho-socially as an alteration of one's identity then evangelization can
be understood as a process of religious re-socialization (Kallenberg 2002:31-64).
Furthermore, effective re-socialization requires advocates/evangelists who understand (or
intuit) the reasons and means of effective social processes. The sociology of knowledge
clarifies how these processes work in the construction, maintenance and transmission of
worldviews and the communities that are sustained by them.

Introducing the Theoretical Framework
This comparative study of Christian conversion/evangelization could be called an
investigation of "the social construction of a faith culture." Early Methodism and Alpha
are the two entities examined and compared in order to understand how such a "culture"
is created, maintained and transmitted. The pragmatic goal of this dissertation (discussed
in the concluding chapter) is for other Christian communities to learn how to construct
their own "faith cultures." Since the working definition of Christian faith is understood
as an interpersonal matrix of trusting God in Christ within the company of those who
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demonstrate and depend on God' s trustworthiness, this dissertation focuses on the social
processes that constitute this interpersonal matrix.
This interpretative framework is constructed from two theoretical and one
historical construct. First, the dominant interpretive construct is encapsulation theory.
As a subset of social influence and socialization theory, encapsulation theory attempts to
explain how "identity transformation organizations" such as weight watchers, Alcoholics
Anonymous, etc. shape and reshape human identity. These groups are normally
association-based and exist for purposes of resocialization into an ideology or set of
practices (Kraft 1996:337). Since Rambo ' s utilization of encapsulation theory is at the
heart of this framework, this chapter explains its theoretical foundations in some detail.
A secondary theory for understanding the construction of faith cultures is H. R.
Niebuhr's analysis of Christian faith. In Faith of Earth: An Inquiry into the Structure of
Human Faith (1989), published posthumously, Niebuhr describes Christian faith

phenomenologically as a form of "shared knowing" of a common object. Thus, faith
entails an element of trust in the subjectivity of other believers. He explains the relation
thus:
We have community with each other and can communicate with each other just
because we are not only present to each other but have a common co-presence,
I, Thou, and
some object with which and about which we can communicate.
It form a triad in such a way that all knowledge of It depends on a selfs relation
to other selves; an I has no direct knowledge of the It without using the
contributions of other selves who also have a direct relation to It. Nor does the I
seem to have any direct relation to a Thou without reference to its relation to an
object. I know you or acknowledge you in my act of believing your statements
about a common third. (47)
That is, Christian faith is primarily interpersonal (rather than merely personal) and
transmitted through personal testimony. When the "common third" about which one
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testifies is God, the experience of faith usually passes through other Christians. This
comports well (and clarifies) Wesley' s characteristic claim that "Christianity is a social
religion, and to tum it into a solitary religion is to destroy it" (WJW 1:533).
In sum, social encapsulation theory and a triadic notion of faith are combined to

form a theoretical framework for comparing early Methodism' s and Alpha"s approaches
to evangelization. Faith has a structure and orientation which must be adhered to in the
social construction. Niebuhr' s triadic analysis of faith clarifies the nature of the material
- a triadic, interpersonal faith - which is used in the social construction of "faith culture."
Some Identity Transformation Organizations focus on strengthening will power in order
to lose weight (i.e. Weight Watchers) or to overcome alcohol addiction (i.e. Alcoholics
Anonymous). However, these two Identity Transformation Organizations under - early
Methodism and Alpha - specialize in quickening and nurturing trust in God. As
explicitly evangelistic groups they share a distinct cultural type - what could be called a
"culture of faith" - that is, they are organized and function in ways that make Christian
believing more accessible and possible for those who don't yet trust God.
Finally, because Wesley identified the catechumenate as a precedent for his
societies, this research utilizes the catechumenate as an analogue for ensuing comparisons
of early Methodism and Alpha. This chapter will argue that the catechumenate not only
embodied encapsulation as a "culture of faith" but that it is an historic antecedent and
model for the kind of evangelization reified by early Methodism and Alpha.
Socialization Theory
Socialization theory is a sub-discipline of sociology, which along with
psychology is one of the parent disciplines of social psychology. Social psychologists
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have demonstrated that groups do influence how individuals think, feel and behave
(Myers 1999). Berger and Luckman' s (1966) theory of the social construction of reality
helps explains how and why this is so. Therefore a brief introduction of this theory is in
order before discussing encapSUlation theory.
Though it is concerned with issues of ontology and epistemology, the social
construction of reality nevertheless focuses its analysis on everyday life. It is concerned
with how people "make meaning" from their everyday, ordinary lives. This "social
construction of reality" is achieved in three parts, according to Berger and Luckman. In
part one these authors explain how "any body of knowledge comes to be established as
reality" (1966:15). The social construction of reality aims to understand how views of
reality are constructed and maintained rather than how they are verified and validated.
Thus, this important disclaimer:
As sociologists we take [the reality of everyday life] as the object of our analyses.
Within the frame of reference of sociology as an empirical science it is possible to
take this reality as given, to take as data particular phenomena arising within it,
without further inquiring about the foundations of this reality, which is a
philosophical task. (1966:33)
In the second part, Berger and Luckman explain how society appears to be an

"objective" reality to those who inhabit it. People are born and "socialized" into a sense
of what reality "is" through a network of definitions of reality (ideologies) and
established patterns of behavior (routines). As these definitions and routines are
established and taken for granted, a shared sense of reality is constructed, confirmed and
reproduced. The continuous habitation and transmission of these definitions and routines
become the social institutions that take on the aura of "objective reality." "So this is
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something people routinely do after they have created a ritual, a belief, a myth, or social
role or law: they forget they have created it" (Anderson 1995 :36).
These social realities are then transmitted generation to generation through a
variety of "control mechanisms" which serve to preserve this sense of reality. However,
the maintenance of social realities is problematic precisely because their solidity is
constructed not ontologically given. "Meaning is not inherent in a situation, but is
bestowed" by those who share a common reference group (McGuire 1997:27). Social
psychology illuminates some of the processes which people use to transmit those shared
senses of reality.
Social Influence Theory
Social influence theory began in 1898, when the first social psychology
experiments were conducted. As stated above, this branch of social science is an
offspring of psychology and sociology. Like psychology, the field focuses on the
thinking, influences and relations of human individuals. And as in sociology, this
discipline examines these human interactions within social situations. Social psychology
studies human interaction, thinking and influence in context. Its dominant research
method uses experiments in human behavior where they can manipulate a factor (such as
the presence or absence of peer pressure) to see what effect it has. The factors that
sociologists study on the other hand (such as socio-economic class) are typically difficult
or unethical to manipulate (Myers 1999:7).
After World War II, social psychology took a quantum leap forward when a group
of (primarily) Jewish social scientists sought to understand how people influence one
another, often against their own better judgment. They were intrigued by the power of
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conformity - how and why people change their behavior or belief as a result of group
pressure (Myers 1999:230). Solomon Asche laid the theoretical foundation with a series
of conformity studies (1951; 1955; 1956). He discovered that three out of four people
tested agreed with a group of people giving false answers on comparisons of lengths of
lines. In each of his subsequent experiments, an unsuspecting subject was placed in a
room with three or more people collaborating with an experimenter. Everybody was
shown a pair of white cards. On the left card was a single line, while on the right card
were three lines of differing lengths. The object was to identify which of the three lines
was equal in length to the single line on the other card. In some cases, those
collaborating in the experiment were to correct answers, while in other instances, the
collaborators were all to give a predetermined incorrect answer.
Some of the subjects agreed with the group on all comparisons, and 75 percent of
the subjects incorrectly agreed with the group on at least some occasions. In cases in
which the standard line was ten inches in comparison with a "correct" comparison line
length of three inches, there was still appreciable yielding to the group consensus that the
two lines were of equal length. Some of the subjects later said that they actually saw that
the lines were of equal length, while others were simply so concerned with appearing
different, that they went along with the group consensus. Many ofthose who did not
succumb to the group consensus nevertheless viewed their disagreement with the group
as a personal deficiency, believing that they were judging incorrectly (Asche 1955).
In another "compliance" experiment Asche's student, Stanley Milgram, was able

to get 65% of his adult male subjects to deliver what were supposedly traumatizing
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electric shocks to a screaming innocent victim in an adjacent room. Milgram drew four
conclusions from his experiments, whose lessons he applied to the holocaust:
1. SUbjects act with least compassion when the victims could not be seen or
heard. In other words, it is too easy to abuse someone who is distant or
depersonalized. Or conversely, it is more difficult to abuse or demean those
whom we see, know or proximate. In Europe, the Jew was often the "other."
2. Authority is more legitimate when it is close in proximity or it is perceived as
legitimate.

German citizens often complied to commands that violated their

own internal sense of "ought" because they felt obliged by an external
"ought." Nominal Christianity did not fortify the internal sense of ought.
3. Authority is more legitimate when backed by an institution. German citizens
complied, in part, because the Nazi government issued the directives.
4.

Authority is more likely disobeyed in groups rather than by individuals.
Subjects in Milgram's shock experiments were emboldened to disobey the
experimenter's commands when confederates within the experiment were
instructed to first disobey the experimenter. In ninety percent of those
instances, the subjects liberated themselves by conforming to the defiant
confederates. Europeans who rescued or helped Jews were, like the Protestant
sect of Chalbon, were embolden by their reference group (Myers 1999:220223).

At this point Milgram drew a positive lesson, which later proved very significant
in the development of encapsulation theory: he postulated that conformity can also be
constructive. People can be socially constrained and encouraged to perform heroic and
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good deeds as well as selfish or immoral ones. In fact, the very notions of what
constitute good and evil, heroic and treacherous deeds are influenced by people' s
reference groups. One' s view of the world, self and one another and how one thinks
about them and seeks to change them are all socially constituted and reconstituted.
Encapsulation theory is in large measure a combination of conformity theory and the
social construction of reality; in essence it is the social construction of conformity toward
the good. It focuses on the social construction of a better self-concept through the
influence of a new peer group.
Encapsulation Theory
Encapsulation theory seeks to explain how a person's meaning system and
personal identity are formed or re-formed through conformity to a group by isolating the
processes of socialization within a group setting. This section examines encapSUlation
theory (socialization in a group process) as a fruitful construct for the exploration of the
interaction phase of conversion.
Lewis Rambo argues that a period or phase of intense interaction between
potential convert and advocate usually precedes (and often precipitates) a commitment to
the new religious option. He utilizes the theories of Greil and Rudy, Adler and Sarbin,
and Ziller to construct this model of interaction (Rambo 1993:103, 195). Greil and Rudy
are sociologists who have examined extensively the social phenomenon they term
"encapsulation." Social Psychologists Adler, Sarbin and Ziller have isolated and
examined some of the social influences that occur in encapsulated groups and that lead to
true allegiance and identity reconstruction rather than mere compliance.
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According to Myers, social influence is most persuasive when it is based on
effective argumentation by the advocates (central influence) augmented by a seeker' s
desire to be accepted and included into the group (peripheral influence) (1999:254).
Greil and Rudy (1984) began with the observation that many organizations have
identity transformation as their primary objective. The exact goal of the transfonnation
may be as diverse as weight loss, sobriety, conversion, etc., but the structural features and
processes involved in each situation are similar. The issue is how is one's identity
modified or transformed from being overweight to slender, from being drunken to sober,
from being an agnostic to becoming a fully committed follower of Christ? They
discovered that people are most consistently changed by changing reference group.
Encapsulation theory argues that the old identity must be surrounded, encased, enveloped
into a new reference group that embodies the new ideal. The voluntary envelopment or
encapsulation of the prospective affiliate enhances the possibility oftransfonnation in
two ways:
•

The erected boundary between members and non-members prevents too great of
exposure to rival constructions of reality.

•

What interaction does take place involves individuals who advocate the new
option or construction of reality.

Thus people change primarily by changing primary reference groups and embracing their
new meaning systems and learning to abide in the new plausibility structures which under
girds the new meaning (Greil and Rudy 1984:263-264).
Encapsulation comes in three fonns: physical, social and ideological (or some
combination thereof). The most extreme and (often times) effective is physical

40
encapSUlation. Examples of this kind of encapsulation include religious retreats and
communities as well as therapeutic drug communities and rehabilitation centers. (Prisons
fail as examples because prisoners are more likely to be surrounded by other prisoners
who share their worldview rather than advocates of the new worldview). While physical
encapsulation excels at isolating potential affliliates from rival world views such isolation
may prevent the organization from accomplishing its other institutional objectives (such
as fund raising and recruitment). Thus, if utilized at all, physical encapSUlation should be
temporary and supplemented with one of the other two types.
Social encapsulation provides a new environment for the potential affiliate
through various commitment mechanisms which create a social buffer between the new
reference group and the old (Greil and Rudy 1984:266-267). Alcoholics Anonymous
provides a helpful illustration. The prospective affliliate of AA is not asked to leave job
or family but other means are employed to reduce the threats of contamination to the
new, emerging identity of a recovered alcoholic by those who may not share the AA
perspective. These commitment mechanisms are inward constraints that "mark" the
affiliate and help create identification and solidarity with the group's worldview and way
of life (McGuire 1997:83). For example, when AA members sense that a newcomer is
interested in getting more involved they challenge him or her with the "90/90 rule,"
which demands that the prospective affiliate attend ninety AA meetings in ninety days.
The 90/90 rule functions as a boundary between the would-be affiliate and the outside
world in a way analogous to those achieved by organizations that create actual physical
boundaries.
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Sometimes AA creates an encapsulated environment not by cutting members off
from existing reference groups, but by bringing them into the fold. Thus, satellite
organizations like Alanon and Alateen "may function to unite the prospective affiliate' s
new reference group with previous reference groups by initiating his or her significant
others into the AA worldview" (Greil and Rudy 1984:266).
Because it is not always possible or desirable for identity transformation
organizations to use social mechanisms to limit or channel interaction between insiders,
many organizations utilize "ideological systems to neutralize any possible realityupsetting consequences of such interaction" (Greil and Rudy 1984:267). This ideological
system functions as a "space capsule," allowing affiliate to wander outside the new
reference group without damage to their new "identity support system" (Greil and Rudy
1984:267). Such ideological systems might include weekly rituals, like religious small
groups or Weight Watcher's "weigh ins." Or they may include "ideological hardware"
that allows the affiliate to take the world view with them in the marketplace. Thus
members of AA are encouraged to memorize the "Twelve Steps," which codify and
reinforce the AA worldview and program. Members are encouraged to then "work their
steps" as a way of maintaining their new found identity (Greil and Rudy 1984:268).
Those groups that favor ideological encapSUlation may assume that cognitive
change is the doorway to identity transformation. But as social psychologist David
Myers argues, "If social psychology has taught us anything during the last twenty-five
years, it is that we are likely not only to think ourselves into a new way of acting but also
to act ourselves into a new way of thinking" (1999:137). People often act their way into
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new thoughts, attitudes and patterns of behavior which in turn evokes a new selfunderstanding.
How do identity transformation organizations determine which strategy - social,
ideological or physical- is best for them? Since physical encapSUlation is the "strongest"
- i.e. less permeable - of the three mechanisms, one might expect all identity
transformation organizations to make use of this mechanism. However, physical
encapsulation is counterproductive when affiliates have competing commitments (e.g.
family and work) or countervailing organizational goals (e.g. fund raising and
recruitment). Performance of these functions might interfere with physical encapSUlation,
thus ITOs normally resort to some variation of social and ideological encapsulation as
their default mechanism. Physical encapSUlation normally functions - if at all - in an
ancillary role. Thus the encapsulation strategy of any given ITO is usually a compromise
between these two - sometimes conflicting - needs (272-273). On the other hand, viable
ITOs cannot exist on one strategy alone. Human identity is too complex and requires too
much time to change. Multiple encapsulation strategies, deployed in concert, accelerate
the change process.
Identity Transformation
Social psychologists have clarified the identity reconstruction process which
encapsulation induces. Their observations move the preceding discussion from the
environment of change (encapsulation) to the obj ect of change (components of the self or
identity). Robert Ziller (1973) delineates five components of the self which undergo
reconstruction in this process: attitudes, values, behavior, roles and self concept.
Attitudes refer to a predisposition to behave a certain way; a value is a cluster of
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attitudes; behavior is how one responds to a situation via one' s values; and roles are a
pattern of behavior oriented to the three preceding components. A self concept is a
relatively stable core component around which the other components revolve and
constitutes the pinnacle or core of the self. It is set early and is the most difficult and yet
most critical component to change. Thus the self concept is the ultimate object of change
within the transformation process.
Attitudes are the most fluid and easiest component of identity to change.
However, according to Ziller, it is easier to transform one' s identity by modifying or
altering one' s behavior or roles than either changing attitude or values. This is true for
two reasons. First, when change in one component occurs there is always pressure
toward congruence among the other components. Second, change moves more readily
down the spectrum from the least to the most pliable component rather than from most to
least pliable. That is, once a behavior or role is changed it is far easier to modify a
corresponding value or attitude than vice versa. However, attempting to change
someone's identity change by starting with one' s attitudes (alone) seldom leads to
behavioral change or a more comprehensive identity transformation (Ziller 1973:38-40).
So this strategy often aborts the whole process. The more comprehensive change
requires multiple entry strategies and careful nurture of the change process. Ziller argues
that three strategies in particular (one cognitive, two social) are especially fruitful for
managing the change process:
(1) Emphasize the complexity and fluidity of the self in order to render it
more adaptive.
(2) Encourage social interest in the seeker (or prospective affiliate)\\, for
people with high social interest are more responsive to positive
reinforcements from others.
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(3) Encourage self-esteem through positive interaction with others (Ziller
42-43).
The actual process of change has been brought into even sharper focus by
Theodore Sarbin and Nathan Adler (1970). Drawing on various rationalistic,
psychological and sociological models of identity reconstruction and their corresponding
case studies, Sarbin and Adler identified a common tripartite process within each one.
First, each process began with a psychological or physical assault (symbolizing death)
and a resulting confusion. This led, secondly, to a surrender or despair (symbolizing a
non-person) leading, third, to an adaptive process of acquiring and/or mastering a new or
renewed identity (rebirth experience). They add, "such reconstitution is a result of efforts
to change conditions for locating the self in a new cosmological or social ecologies"
(Sarbin and Adler 1970:607). New social (and metaphysical) environments require new
selves. So Conversion becomes a matter of being fitted for a new (social and
metaphysical) environment.
Rambo has synthesized these three constructs in his "interaction" phase of
conversion. The goal of the interaction phase is the bonding and deepening of
relationships which have been created in the earlier stages, since conversion most
naturally and normally takes place through existing or created networks of family and
friendship. The quality of these relationships are crucial, because as Rambo states,
"relationships provide a growing sense of trust, affection and confidence in the new
option" (2002:75). Without the growing sense of trust people usually won't convert.
Therefore, Rambo stresses the quality of the interaction in this phase. There is much
more at stake in this interaction than the conveying of information or acts of persuasion,
though these two are happening. Indeed, there is the building of trust and affection
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between the witness and seeker. And it is in this context that faith becomes a lIve option
for the potential convert.
Phenomenology of Faith
H. Richard Niebuhr' s understanding of the nature of faith helps clarify why that
IS.

In his phenomenological account of faith entitled Faith on Earth: An Inquiry into the

Structure of Human Faith, Niebuhr demonstrates how faith operates as an interpersonal
posture of believing, trusting and being loyal to others and to a common object, cause or
commitment. This interpersonal activity is fundamental in the construction of all social
relations and meaning - not just Christian relations and Christian meaning. He explains:
Without interpersonal relationship in faith, in the great triadic interaction of self,
companions and cause, we might perceive the data offered to our sense but it is
questionable whether we would possess concepts. Without interpersonal
existence of which faith - as exercised in the reciprocities of believing, trusting,
and being loyal - is the bond, there might indeed be experience from given
moment to given moment but the continuity of the selfin its experience would be
hard to define, if indeed such continuity would be thinkable. (1989 :83)
All persons are constituted by triadic relations of self, others and common cause,
according to Niebuhr. The problem for "triadic persons" is that "all this personalinterpersonal existence is warped, twisted and corrupted, so that our believing is
accompanied by disbelieving, our trust is accompanied by distrust, our loyalty by
disloyalty" (1989 :83). This poses a dual challenge for evangelization. Not only do
Christian advocates face the challenge of presenting the Christian message in a
compelling manner but they must also help reconstruct a proper faith - a posture of
interpersonal openness - in those who fear deception or betrayal or hurt more than they
fear ignorance or alienation. The issue often becomes more a matter of healing diseased
faith rather than creation of non-existent faith.
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Niebuhr argues that Christian belief can be promulgated one of two ways: either
as members of that amorphous society known as the Christian religion or as those for
whom their primary companion in life and thought is Jesus Christ. To advocate in the
former manner is to speak and act as subjects who deal with objects that can be
controlled. It seeks to substitute control for interpersonal risk. It is to translate first person
relations into third person abstractions. To advocate in the second manner is to resist the
tendency toward abstraction or to retreat into personal safety. Instead, it is a movement
towards others and the One who alone is able to reconstruct their broken faith. Niebuhr
is both lucid and lyrical on this point:
This is the hidden movement in the churches and in men: this is the life which
comes to appearance and yet is at the same time hidden in the prayers of men who
have come to acknowledge Christ; it is manifest and disguised in their personal
encounters with the Transcendent. In this interpersonal life Jesus Christ is not the
founder of a religion; he is not an object about whom believed and disbelieved
doctrines are taught, as when his two natures are defined, or his place in the
Trinity is examined. He is personally present as Master and Lord. He is the
personal companion who by his loyalty to the self and by his trust in the
Transcendent One reconstructs the broken interpersonal life of faith. (1989:87)
Of course, there is a place in Christian life and thought for abstract thinking and third
person objective analysis but it is a secondary place; the place where faith seeks deeper
understanding of its historical foundations, personal motives and rationale. But such
analysis normally doesn't create the activity of faith - the posture of trust and loyalty that is necessary for people to believe. A living faith happens only in the triadic
environment of trust and loyalty to Christ as personal companion. Faith happens when
trustworthy people introduce Christ as a living person - a historic person who was
faithful to God through out his entire life, even in the midst of his own desertion and yet
who remained faithful. Thus a living faith requires a community of believers because
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faith is an interpersonal activity. Niebuhr writes: "Faith, as we have seen, is not
something which exists in a person. It is an interpersonal relation; nor does it exist
simply between two persons save insofar as they have a cause which transcends them"
(1989:109).
It is precisely in exercising faith in the faithful one where our diseased faith is
healed. Christ's faithfulness heals our fear of faith. In trusting him we learn to trust
others. For in trusting Christ, people apprentice themselves to the One who can teach
them and their fellow Christians how faith as personal loyalty and trust in the faithful
One is a reasonable risk. I The web of faithfulness is re-woven in this triadic interaction.
This dissertation argues that an evangelistic encapsulation which creates a culture of faith
is the loom upon which a triadic, living faith is re-woven.
Rambo ' s Caveat
Rambo ' s interaction phase clarifies the social processes by which faith (as
interpersonal health) might be reconstructed. Through a web of interactions Rambo
argues that a "matrix of transformation" is constructed and maintained by the advocates
into which the seeker is initiated. He suggests that of the four dimensions of interaction relations, rituals, rhetoric and roles - relations are the most important of the four and
"that relationship dynamics need to be systematically examined" (1993:108). He
suggests that relations supply four essential components in the conversion process. First,
relationships often are the primary network of initiation into the new religious option.2
Second, feelings of acceptance that accompany the relationship gives vitality to the new

I Richard Hays writes: Jesus' death is an act of faithfulness that simultaneously reconciles humanity to God
and establishes a new reality in which we are set free from the power of sin, able to be conformed to the
pattern of his life . .. The faithfulness of Jesus Christ becomes the animating force in our lives (1996:32).
McGavran 's "bridges of God" research supports this thesis (1955).

48
orientation, creating an ethos of trust. Third, relationships can be catalysts for growth
and development as we strive for the good others see in and for us. And fourth,
relationships can provide confirmation and consolidation to the new orientation
(1993: 108-109).
Rambo's list of contributions that relationships bring to this conversion phase of
interaction (stage six in Rambo ' s model) can be rounded out in two directions. First,
whereas Rambo emphasizes the relation between seeker and advocate in conversion he
entirely overlooks the relation amongst advocates into which the seeker is initiated. In a
church-based or group- process evangelism, the quality of the relationships into which a
seeker is welcomed becomes equally important. Indeed, the group itselfis the advocate
not merely the leader. Rambo's account looks at individual relations, between individual
seekers and advocates and ignores the larger group dynamic.
Second, Rambo fails to discuss the importance of the quality of the relationship in
conversion. According to sociologist Robert Putnam, relationships include "social
bonding" as well as "social bridging;" the two together constitute the kind of "social
capital" necessary to social transformation (2000:21). 3 If the relation between advocates
(and potentially between advocates and seekers) is strong and rich, then it becomes easier
to advocate for the "relational aspect" of the gospel- which is actually quite significant.
According to Edward Vacek, an offer of personal friendship with God becomes more
believable -and achievable - in the context of genuine and interpersonally rich
friendships (1994: 133-140).

3 Putnam defines social capital as the "networks and norms of reciprocity" that makes social life
productive. It consists of bridging relationships that are inclusive and enable people to "get ahead" and
bonding relationships which are more exclusive and enrich life so that people "get by" (2000: 18-28).

49
According to Matthaei (2001), relationships were a central factor in early
Methodist evangelization, just as they are in Alpha. This dissertation argues it is a key
component - the material means - within the "faith culture" that constituted the
experience of those who entered into it. As Matthaei argues :
The religious experiences of John and Charles Wesley did not occur in isolation.
Members of the community of faith, including family members, friends, and
spiritual guides such as Bohler, surrounded the Wesleys in their spiritual
pilgrimages. These relationships supported both Wesleys as they struggled with
questions and doubts stirred by God's prevenient grace. (2001 :208)
Just like the three other social components listed by Rambo, relationships were always
socially dynamic, and thus potentially friendships. And it was friendships - with God
and neighbor - that provided the "teleological pull" of the entire evangelistic process.
Again Matthaei, "whether we conceive of conversion as an instantaneous 'point in a
process ' or the work of God's transforming grace over time, the instruction and nurture
of the faith community is critical. The role of the church is to provide the relationships .
" (2001 :210). The transforming love of God, the renewal of life in the Spirit, the
restoration of God's image on earth was the motivating ideal which drew people into the
"transformational matrix." That is, the means of relationships, roles, rhetoric and rituals
conspired to help people experience this overriding soteriological end.
Friendship Theory
Rambo ' s stress on the importance of relationships in conversion is buttressed by a
foray into friendship theory. 4 Though it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to give a
thorough summary of this literature, a brief survey of some of the classical and
contemporary views on friendship enriches Rambo's otherwise helpful perspective. It
was Aristotle who first distinguished between three kinds of associations, only one of
4

Ray Pahl (2000) provides a helpful summary of the literature with helpful suggestions of further reading.
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which he believed was genuine friendship. The first two associations are based on either
mutual utility or pleasure. These associations only last as long as the utility or pleasure
last, whereas genuine friendship is based on goodness and virtue and does not dissolve.
It takes place among people who are good or wish to be: "each alike wish good for the

other qua good, and they are good in themselves. And it is those who desire the good of
their friends for the friends ' sake that are most truly friends, because each loves the other
for what he is, and not for any incidental quality." After this exalted estimation, Aristotle
realistically continues, "That such friendships are rare is natural, because men of this kind
are rare. And in addition they need time and intimacy; for as the saying goes, you cannot
get to know each other until you have eaten the proverbial quantity of salt together. Nor
can one man accept another, or the two become friends, until each has proved to the other
that he is worthy of love, and so won his trust. Those who are quick to make friendly
advance to each other have the desire to be friends, but they are not unless they are
worthy of love and know it. The wish for friendship develops rapidly, but friendship
does not" (1976:263-264). To achieve such a lofty goal, as depicted by Aristotle, takes
time, effort, intimacy - and a concept somewhat foreign to Aristotle - grace. Early
Methodism and Alpha major on grace. The high ideal of friendship is not lowered but
rather all people are re-capacitated - in principle- to becoming friends with one another.
What was rare in ancient Greece should become commonplace in Christianity.
C. S. Lewis understands the essence of friendship to lie not merely in the
interpersonal attraction but in a common aspiration or ideal. In addition to a mutual
commitment to another persons good, friendship is the gift of shared concern and ideals.
He explains,
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Friendship arises out of the mere companionship when two or more of the
companions discover that they have in common some insight or interest or even
taste which the others do not share and which, till that moment, each believed to
his own unique treasure (or burden). The typical expression of opening
Friendship would be something like, "What? You too? I thought I was the only
one."
It may be a common profession, even a common recreation. All who
share it will be our companions, but one or two or three who share it will be our
Friends. In this kind of love, as Emerson said, Do you love me? Means Do you
see the same truth? - Or at least, 'Do you care about the same truth?' The man
who agrees with us that some question, little regarded by others, is of great
importance, can be our Friend. He need not agree with us about the answer.
(1960:78-79)
For Lewis, friendships depend on an attraction, interest and commitment not just to
another person but to a common third. s The scale of collaborative activity among early
Methodist and those in the Alpha course is substantial. Getting people to collaborate
seems to be a critical step in achieving the affection and commitment Lewis (and
Aristotle) thought essential for friendship to occur.
Ferdinand Tonnies provided insight into the fragility of relationships (and how
faith as interpersonal risk and investment gets diseased in us) by differentiating the kinds
of societies that encouraged face-to-face relations and those that did not. Societies that
were more dependent on mUltiplex relationships he termed "gemeinschaft" and those that
were more simplex, highly organized and stratified, he termed "gesellschaft." In the wake
of urbanization and industrialization, early Methodist so cities provided another social
environment in which relationships could be formed and nurtured. Alpha provides a
similar function in highly individualistic societies such as North America.
Em Griffin adds an important dimension to friendship theory. Attraction and
commitment to another person and common cause does not, by themselves, lead to
friendship. "It's one thing to be attracted to another person. It's quite another to draw

S

A common third is also the goal toward which faith moves, according to Niebhur.
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close and develop an in-depth relationship. The fonner is simple fascination; the latter is
friendship. The one is interest; the other is intimacy" (1987:167).

Trust and

transparency are the climate of intimacy, which is the "high octane fuel of friendship"
(1987:167). If trust and transparency are the precondition to the kind of intimacy
constitutive of friendship, then these concepts need to be clearly understood. Trust,
according to Griffin, is "the general expectation that the promises of other individuals
with regard to the future can be relied on" (1987: 170). Transparency is voluntary "selfdisclosure." Friendship is born in the context of mutual trust - reciprocal disclosure and
fidelity.6

Introducing the Historical Framework
In addition to examining early Methodism and Alpha sociologically through
encapsulation theory, this dissertation will also analyze these two evangelization
processes in light of the historic precedent of the ancient Catechumenate. There are two
primary reasons for doing so. First, Wesley himself saw his evangelistic ministry in
catechumenal tenns (WJW9:258). Second, both early Methodism and Alpha are
instructional fellowships that share many catechumenal qualities (graded processes,
rituals, etc.).
The Catechumenal Model: Church-based evangelism in a post-Apostolic Era
The Catholic Encyclopedia describes the ancient catechumenate as:

Trust and transparency is a good index to a living faith. It consists in the dialectic of risk and disclosure
necessary to enter into another 's world and experience. Thus, it is the dynamic behind the interpersonal
quest to develop friendship with God as well as others. In theological discourse, we enter into, grow and
develop our communion with God through the reciprocity of transparency. Trust and transparency are our
"yes" to God's gracious initiative of friendship. Trust and transparency are the only prerequisites to an indepth relationship with God, the fruit of justifying faith.
6
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A process by which catechumens, whether adults or children of catechetical age,
are prepared for Baptism according to an organized method, which includes
liturgical rites as well as instruction. the origins of the catechumenate can
perhaps be found in Judaism, for instruction was required before an adult gentile
was admitted to circumcision and .proselyte baptism, and similarly before the
initiatory washing practiced by the Qumran community. Mention of the
catechumen (katechoumenos) and the catechist (katechon) occurs already in Paul
(Gal. 6:6). In the Christian Church, Acts contains several examples of instruction
given immediately before baptism (e.g. Acts 8:35)
However, there is no
evidence for a catechumenate spread over a period of time before the second half
ofthe second century. (Yarnell 2003 :249-250)
Though there is no direct evidence for a formal catechumenate before the second century,
there are catechumenal qualities inherent in the very beginnings ofthe apostolic
evangelization process. As characterized by Peter's ministry on the day of Pentecost and
to Cornelius (cf. Acts 2:14-41 and 10:1-43), Dujarier recognizes an incipient
catechumenate, two stages which "indicate two moments in the access of faith, two
periods marked by two thresholds" (1979: 19). His "catechetical interpretation" of Acts 2,
suggest what could have been the typical baptismal stages when the Acts of the Apostles
where compiled in the last third of the first century. Dujarier explains:
First, there is the kerygmatic announcement (Acts 2:14-36). This period, in which
the mystery of the risen Christ is proclaimed, terminates in the first threshold:
"Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the
rest of the apostles, "Brethren, what shall we do?" (Acts 2:37). This almost ritual
question occurs again and again in the kerygmatic context. It manifests the first
conversion that allows the taking of a step toward baptism. Indeed, what is
involved is a real and profound faith, a faith prepared to move to action. But the
faith was not yet stabilized. It had to be consolidated by more thorough
teaching ... Once across this first threshold, there was a certain period of catechesis
(Acts 2:38-40). This time of instruction and formation ends with the second
threshold, where it is a question of determining if the candidates have applied the
message in their lives, if they have "received his word" (Acts 2:41), that is to say,
if they have obeyed Christ in practice, if they have changed their behavior enough
to be admitted to baptism. (1979:19-20)
If such a reading of Pentecost seems opportunistic and forced, it is one that Augustine
himself makes in response to those who argued against baptismal preparation. In his
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First Catechetical Instruction , Augustine argues that Luke redacted Peter's catechetical
instruction into the phrase: "And with very many other words he bore witness, and
exhorted them saying.

" (cf. Acts 2:40). Thus Augustine concludes,

Who does not here understand that, with the "very many other words" which were
omitted by the writer for the sake of brevity, Peter with strong appeal had urged
them to tear themselves away from this perverse generation, since this very
thought is itself concisely contained in the many words with which he was urging
it upon them? (1946:24)
According to Michael Green, the catechumenate may have had its origins as an
early second century practice of moral rectitude and repentance such as Augustine
advises (2003 :156). For example, the early second century church manual known as the

Didache suggest that inquirers were first to be subjected to an ethical regiment under the
rubric of "Two Ways" (reminiscent of Jesus' "antitheses" in the Sermon on the Mount).
After this instruction, the author immediately proceeds to discuss baptism. The content
and order suggest this manual had a catechetical function, ordering the assimilation phase
of Christian initiation. This phase of moral formation prior to baptism increased and took
on prominence as the Christian movement moved toward increasing Gentile, and thus,
pagan environments. The catechumenate would have fulfilled and formalized the
conceptual and moral function of Hellenistic Judaism - a contextual bridge by which
polytheistic pagans could cross over into monotheistic faith and become "God-fearers."
On this score, catechumens were sociological "half-breeds" similar to that of "Godfearers" within Hellenistic Judaism. Once the Apostolic Council created a faith free of
ethnicity (cf. Acts 15), this social group became a quick reservoir of potential converts just as Cornelius whose conversion precipitated the council. However, as Judaism and
Christianity increasingly differentiated and eventually separated, this sociological "bridge

55
group" evaporated. So what Hellenistic Judaism once provided became the provenance
of the catechumenate - a front porch for pagans into a monotheistic faith. However,
there is one significant difference: the God-fearers were a social group, not a process
(Stark 1996:59).
Lacking direct evidence, one can only hypothesize that the catechumenate had its
origins as the original "seeker fellowship" by which one was eventually and fully
socialized into the Christian community. As described by Hinson, "the pre-baptismal
catechumenate, as gradually developed, served as a locus of direct evangelism"
(1981 :213). After an initial stage of inquiry, a seeker was admitted into the
catechumenate or second stage of conversion or primary initiation. Leaving their old
solidarities and values, they were now committed to a journey of conversion. The
catechumenate guided that journey. Kreider explains the catechumenal process from this
point of departure:
As catechumens, the candidates were no longer conventional pagans, nor were
they yet members of the Christian community. Several times a week they
received instruction conducive to the conversion process. The teaching seems to
have concentrated on a reshaping of the convert's behavior. When a candidate's
behavior was adjudged to have changed sufficiently, he or she was admitted to
stage three - enlightenment - which concentrated on belief In this stage the
catechists were concerned to impart to their candidates orthodox teaching.
(1999:22)
Several instances of this description are evidenced in the 3rd century document The
Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus (hereafter AT). First, it was an "organized method" of

Christian formation and instruction (AT 15). Second, this method and progression was
marked by "liturgical rites" (AT 18-20). And third, the duration did not expand into long
periods of formation until the second half of the second century A.D. (AT 17).
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Hippolytus describes the fonnal reception of seekers into this process, illustrating that its
nature was not merely instructional:

Those who come to hear the word for the first time should first be brought to the
teachers in the house, before the people come in. And they should enquire
concerning the reason why they have turned to the faith. And those who brought
them shall bear witness whether they have the ability to hear the word. They
might be questioned about their state of life, whether he has a wife, or whether he
is a slave. If he is the slave of a believer and his master encourages him, let him
hear the word. Ifhis master does not bear witness to him, that he is good, he
should be rejected. Ifhis master is a pagan, teach him to please his master, that
there should be no scandal. If there is somebody who has a wife, or if a woman
has a husband so should they be taught that the man be contented with his wife
and the wife with her husband. If there is somebody who does not live with a
wife he should be taught not to fornicate but that he should either take a wife in
accordance with the law or should remain as he is in accordance with the law.
But if there is one who has a demon, let him not hear the word of teaching until he
be purified. (Stewart-Sykes 2001 :98)
In tenns of Lewis Rambo's scheme, the above interaction between seeker and
advocate could be understood as an encapsulation or what could be called the
"evangelistic womb" that fonned and nurtured the seeker through four social
components: relations, rituals, rhetoric and roles. These four components comprise what
could be called the "amniotic fluid" of conversion. As noted by Everett Ferguson, these
four components have been identified within the ancient catechumenate. First,

relationships "that create and consolidate emotional bonds to the group and establish the
day to day reality of the new perspective" remind us of the sponsors, who introduced the
seekers to the Christian teacher and guided them through a fourfold process of
conversion. Second, the rituals would have included exorcisms, which dramatized the
change of realms the seeker underwent as well as baptism, the climax of the whole
initiation process. The rhetoric, which Rambo calls the "language of transfonnation,"
includes the catechetical preaching and teaching of the church. The roles describe the
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identity and function ofthe catechumen through each phase of the process as well as the
sponsors, catechists and clergy who guided them. As a historical precedent for
congregational evangelism, the catechumenate was a highly orchestrated process of
evangelism that was adequate to the comprehensive nature of conversion (2001 :230).
The catechumenate was comprehensive because it shepherded a trajectory of
change in belief (doctrine), behavior (ethics) and belonging (communal life). But
something that multifaceted takes time. Thus the catechumenal process took anywhere
from one to three years, depending upon the requirements of the church community
and/or the needs of the convert (Yame1l2003:250). The process itself was marked by
grades or classes of catechumens reflective of their progress. Some scholars suggest there
were three or even four such classes of catechumens. 7 However, Lawrence Folkemer
argues that there were, in fact, only two classes:
According to the canons ofHippolytus, the Apostolic Constitutions, various
church canons, Augustine, and secondary authorities, catechumens were divided
into two main classifications; namely, (1) a lower class of catechumens, "pure and
simple," sometimes known specifically as catechumens, and (2) the higher class
or those who had submitted their names for baptism and were ready to enter upon
a definite course of instruction. These latter were known by various names, such
as illuminati, eiecti, competentes, etc. (1946:289)
What accounts for the variation?

Lewis Joseph Sherrill suggests three factors : (1)

certain classes of penitents were mistaken for catechumens, (2) nontechnical descriptions
in early sources can be interpreted in various ways, and (3) because variations were
obscured by the assumption that Christian churches everywhere followed a unifonn
practice (1944: 189). These all have merit, but the most obvious explanation for variation
is local adaptation. As the evangelistic "front porch" of the church, the catechumenate
7 Robert Webber (2001: 11-14) identifies four classes of catechumens which he claims were identified by
the terms seeker, hearer, kneeler andfaithfol. This seems to be a post-Constantinian, fourth century
development. See discussion below.
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was adapted to local custom and pastoral necessity (Kreider 1999). It was not a fixed
process with fixed classes or stages of initiation. There was no "one size fits all"
catechumenate. This is a rather plausible explanation for a process that was widely used
over a period of four centuries. Instead of uniformity of content and structure there were
fixed principles and goals, so that over time the catechetical phase of initiation was
adjusted according to either the needs of the convert or the requirements of the
community.
So, for example, at the earliest stages of the development of the catechumenate in
the context of Greco-Roman pagan culture, as detailed by the 2nd century Apostolic
Constitution and a catechetical document known as the Didache, emphasis was placed on
communal standards of behavior and belonging so that the catechumen's -life was
liberated from principalities and powers (Kreider 1999:103-104). Beliefwas important
and covered more thoroughly after baptism, but it was believed that potential converts
must first exhibit a willingness to learn a new counter-cultural way of life. The Didache
defines this way of life as being defined by the great commandments of love of God and
neighbor:
The Lord's Teaching to the Heathen by the Twelve Apostles: There are two ways,
one of life and one of death; and between the two ways there is a great difference.
Now, this is the way oflife: "First, you must love God who made you, and
second, your neighbor as yourself." And whatever you want people to refrain
from doing to you, you must not do to them." (Richardson 1948: 171)
This ethical emphasis changed during Arianism and at the height of the Gnostic threat,
for greater stress was placed on expounding and inculcating Christian belief. As Robert
Grant concludes in his study of the early catechumenate, "changes seem to have taken
place in relation to changing social conditions. The purpose remained the same: to
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present candidates for baptism who, in the words of 1 Peter 3:15, would 'always be
prepared to make a defense to anyone who calls you to account for the hope that is in
you'" (1976:46).
William Harmless illustrates the fluidity of the catechumenal structure and
content in the 4th century catechumenal ministry of Augustine. Like Grant and Kreider,
Harmless sees the catechumenate on the "turbulent leading edge" of the Church' s mission
to the world. Shifts in the culture required corresponding responses from the church.
Harmless itemizes five such cultural shifts within the 4th century (1995 :52-56):
1. Christians ceased to be a persecuted minority and began to enjoy a new privileged
status; the motivation for conversion became more checkered.
2. A flood of new converts; becoming Christian became socially more acceptable.
3. The church became embattled over several doctrinal controversies,
4. A series of great Christian thinkers, most served as bishops and made teaching of
catechumens one oftheir routine pastoral duties.
5, A shift to an ecclesiology of a corpus permixtum (mixed body). The Church was
losing its sectarian qualities.
These five developments within society prompted two primary changes within the
catechumenate. First, catechumens themselves began to be differentiated between
beginners and advanced. The Church sought to differentiate authentic seekers from those
who merely desired to adhere to the newly state-sanctioned religion for ulterior motives.
Thus, the basic two-stage catechumenate grew into three or four stages. Later, a special
vocabulary developed to distinguish the advanced catechumens from the regular ones:
Eastern sources typically refer to the former as photizomenoi ("those being illuminated"),
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Western sources preferred to call them competentes ("petitioners"), while Rome had the
unique custom of calling them electi ("chosen ones"). Second, the structured process of
formation became more elaborate (1995:62-63). For example, Lent became largely
devoted to catechumenal process. 8 In utilizing the catechumenate as a heuristic device a historic model of corporate evangelism and discipleship - the three essential aspects of
the catechumenate featured at the beginning of this section bear repeating. The
catechumenate was a (1) processive method of formation, (2) marked by ritual
progression, (3) which was comprehensive in nature. Coupled with the contextual and
adaptable nature of the catechumenate, these three features provide the interpretive lens
through which this research seeks to compare Wesley' s and Alpha's catechumenal
qualities. This brief history of the development of the catechumenate in the postApostolic era suggests why Wesley saw his own movement in catechumenal terms. For
he too rediscovered a method of evangelization that was a contextually adaptive: (1)
method of spiritual formation, (2) marked by ritual progress and (3) comprehensive in
nature. It is to this discovery we tum.
Wesley' s Catechumenal Rediscovery
In A Plain Account of the People Called Methodists, Wesley himself made this

critical connection between early Methodism and the primitive church:
Upon reflection I could not but observe, this [evangelistic approach] is the very
thing which was from the beginning of Christianity. In the earliest times those
whom God had sent forth "preached the gospel to every creature." And the of
aKpoaTal, the body of hearers, were mostly either Jews or heathens. But as soon
as any of these were so convinced of the truth as to forsake sin and seek the
gospel salvation, they immediately joined them together, took an account of their
names, advised them to watch over each other, and met these KaT7]xovllElJOl
8 However, scholars disagree over the details of this development. At one extreme Dujarier claims it was a
new innovation (109). Jungmann on the other hand, sees a continuation of what it had always been - a
special time of Lenten instruction in preparation for Easter baptism (1959:249).
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(catechumens, as they were then often called) apart from the great congregation,
that they might instruct, rebuke, exhort, and pray with them and for them,
according to their several necessities. (WJW9:258)
Wesleyan scholar Ted Campbell argues that Wesley often saw parallels - such as that of
societies and catechumen ate - between the ancient church and his movement only after
"he looked back and reflected upon them. But in other cases, he could scarcely have
failed to recognize the parallels beforehand, and one suspects in these cases that his
conceptions of Christian antiquity did indeed provide the patterns upon which the
Methodists institutions were based" (1991 :74).
This research does not aim to resolve whether Wesley's acknowledgment of the
ancient church 's catechumenate were made before or after his own innovations. Rather,
proceeding from the recognition of "catechumenal" qualities and practices in both early
Methodism and Alpha, this dissertation seeks to leverage this insight as a heuristic device
- a way to sort and analyze and understand a processive evangelization. Wesley' s own
recognition of the parallel suggests this model of evangelism has an organic connection
to Wesley's movement. It is admittedly a partial but nevertheless intrinsic interpretive
grid. Thus, this dissertation examines the parallels between Alpha and Early Methodism
as examples of "catechumenal evangelism." A primary motivation of this research are
the lessons Alpha (a new and relatively unexamined entity) can learn through a
comparative analysis to early Methodism (an old and thoroughly examined one) - and
how both movements can, in tum, illuminate the evangelization process when viewed
through the "catechumenal paradigm."
Wesley as Anglican Visionary
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To understand how the catechumenate could function for Wesley as a useful
precedent requires one to first understand Wesley's broader agenda against the various
re-iterations of the Protestant reformation. Wesley was an heir of the Reformation, which
was essentially an attempt to "re-evangelize Christendom" (Hendrix 2004). Recent
studies in Reformation history have emphasized the reformation as mission; a second
stage in the Christianization of Europe (see MacCulloch 2004 and Hendrix 2004).
Reformers such as Luther and Calvin were not attempting to make Lutherans or
Calvinists. Rather they were attempting to make Christians through various strategies of
re-Christianization. Though each great Reformer had a common objective (the reforming
or re-Christianization of Europe) they parted on strategies and tactics. "A shared vision
of Christianization did not lead to a unified evangelical movement. Reformers could
agree that Europe needed to be Christianized anew, but they disagreed over what the new
Christianity entailed and over the best way to convince people to accept it" (Hendrix
2004:78). Erasmus, Luther and Bucer illustrate this disagreement and divergence at the
strategic and tactical levels.
Erasmus sought to monasticize (strategy) the entire church by teaching people to
read the scriptures in the vernacular (tactic). One of the first reformers, who was deeply
affected by the humanist vision of returning to the sources of the faith, Erasmus sought to
replicate his own experience on a national scale. Erasmus and the other humanists sought
reformation through schooling.
Instead of reliance on external forms they sought to instill genuine piety in all
believers by making available the earliest texts of the faith. a Christianized
Europe would resemble a reformed monastery containing an excellent library that
was assiduously used by believers going about their daily tasks in accord with the
teachings of Christ. (Hendrix 2004:34)
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Luther shared some fundamental assumptions with Erasmus, as well as the other
reformers. He believed that Christendom needed re-Christianizing. However, he
diverged at the level of strategy and tactic. Luther' s strategy of reform was to reform
practices that fostered faith in God and love for neighbor by reforming Christian
soteriology (namely how one came into a right relation with God). He implemented this
strategy by a vast array of expository and polemical tractates.
His disagreement with Erasmus involved both doctrine and life because both men
thought that genuine piety could be produGed only by a correct understanding of
how God was active.
This difference of opinion was certainly theological,
but the crucial difference lay not in the doctrine of God or the natures of Christ
but in the work of the Holy Spirit, that is, how the saving work of Christ was
transferred to the life of believers .. . he and Erasmus disagreed about the point at
which theology intersected with life. Erasmus thought believers could set
themselves on the road to piety by reading the Gospels and imitating Christ, while
Luther believed the human will first had to be turned around by the Spirit and
then held on the path of faith and love. (Hendrix 2004:66)
Martin Bucer (1491-1551) adopted Luther's theology of justification but retained
a more catholic delivery system. Protestants were beginning to discuss how one could
distinguish a true Church from a false one. Luther believed a true church bore two marks:
faithful administration of the sacraments and true preaching of the gospel. Bucer added a
third: discipline. Unlike Luther, Bucer was not trying to evangelize a country from the
confines of a university but rather he focused on one city - Strasbourg - where he lived
and worked with other Christians in a parish setting. He carried out his strategy of
reform by instituting a system of pastoral care and discipline he termed the "yoke of
Christ." It combined catechesis, confirmation and excommunication into an integrated
system of discipleship and pastoral oversight. He hoped the city council would enforce
this system. But they balked fearing that giving the clergy too much authority over the
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city's religious life and "risked subjecting it to the yoke of a new papacy" (Hendrix
2004:82). Discouraged but undaunted Bucer proposed a new tactic:
The creation of a Christian fellowship (christliche Gemeinschaft) in each parish.
These fellowships would be the kernels of a voluntary system of discipline and
oversight exercised by the pastors and newly elected elders.
For the pastors,
the fellowships were a final attempt to carry out their agenda of Christianizing
Strasbourg. (Hendrix 2004:83)
Interestingly, it was Bucer who was invited by Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556) to teach at
Cambridge after he left Strasbourg. Bucer wrote out his reformation vision for England,
The Kingdom of Christ (1550) - to make England a Christian commonwealth in a manner

similar to his attempt to make Strasbourg a Christian city - a year after his arrival.
Though his vision was never realized in his life time, he did plant seeds to be harvested
later.
Anglicanism was an indigenous reform movement which shared many features of
the Continental reformation, the chief of which is that ideas of consequences. It was a
synthesis of Erasmus ' strategy oflearning, Bucer's concern for parish-based discipline,
grafted on to Luther's discovery of free justification by faith as the root transaction of
Christianity. This discovery of Luther was due, in some measure, to his recovery of
Augustine's doctrine of grace (which had been eclipsed in the Medieval Church by
Augustine's doctrine of the sacraments and the church). A variety of scholars were
stimulated to a new perception of Augustine by the first scholarly printed edition of his
work which began to appear in the late 15 th century. The impact of his discovery cannot
be overemphasized:
It is essential to grasp these contours of Augustine ' s soteriology because
otherwise it is impossible to understand why the Reformation happened or the
profound nature of the issues at stake. Plenty of explanations have been offered
for the cataclysm of the sixteenth century: the corruption of the old Church, the
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greed of the monarchs for church wealth, the questing individualist spirit of
humanism, vague forces of "modernity" None of these suggestions get to the
heart of what happened, even if there might be some truth in all of them.
The
old Church was immensely strong, and that strength could only have been
overcome by the explosive power of an idea. The idea proved to be a new
statement of Augustine' s ideas on salvation. That is why there is so much
description of apparently abstract thought in my account of the Reformation, and
why the discussion of this abstract thought sometimes has to get extremely
intricate. Monarchs, priests, nuns, merchants, farmers, labourers were seized by
ideas which tore through their experiences and memories and made them behave
in new ways, sometimes admirable, sometime monstrous. Social or political
history cannot do without theology in understanding the sixteenth century.
(MacCulloch 2004:110)
Wesley and the people called Methodists were also overcome by the power of an idea
about salvation which tore through their experiences and memories and made them act in
new ways. For Wesley, faith was not only the root transaction for justification but also
sanctification - the whole life of grace. This discovery launched Wesley into a third
Christianization of Christendom. The context of eighteenth century Anglicanism and the
challenge of ecclesiastical renewal reveal why such a re-Christianization was needed.
Wesley's Context and Gift. Wesley's Aldersgate experience must be viewed both
against the backdrop of a century of civil unrest and theological amnesia but also in terms
of what it birthed. Historian of Evangelicalism, Mark Noll, says it was "decisive":
Through the influence of Spangenberg and Bohler, the Wesleys had experienced a
new way of talking about God's redeeming grace, and then they had experienced
that grace themselves. This experience unleashed preaching, hymn writing and
society organizing of tremendous energy. Because of that activity, in turn, the
Wesley's experiences of May 1738 became emblematic for the whole evangelical
movement. (Noll 2003 :98)
Scholars understandably debate the meaning and significance of this emblematic event
within the Wesleyan tradition.9 Though it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to

9 Maddox (1991) and Collins and Tyson (200 1) cover the debate concerning Aldersgate within the
Wesleyan community. But Aldersgate, when seen against the backdrop of Anglican historical theology,
was also a critical point in the history of Christian soteriology, as the section seeks to point out.
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engage all that literature, in terms of encapSUlation theory the Aldersgate episode marks a
critical spiritual culmination point in Wesley's spiritualjoumey.l o In an irenic approach
to the debate, Tyson helpfully addresses two other significant spiritual landmarks and fits
Aldersgate into a larger framework of conversion (2001 :27-34). For Tyson, Wesley had
three conversions which can be tracked along a comprehensive trajectory. First, there was
Wesley' s baptism - a conversion to the church (or belonging). Second, there was his
1725 vocational commitment - a conversion to holiness (or behaving). And third, there
was Wesley' s 1738 Aldersgate experience - a conversion to personal faith in Jesus Christ
(or believing). In the Aldersgate literature they are often presented as competing
descriptions, however according to Tyson "they should and can be brought into
harmony" (29). Tyson utilizes James Fowler's development model of faith to connect
these three decisive moments into a larger, coherent narrative of how people often grow
or develop in faith. I I
Another complementary way to view Aldersgate is the movement from deficient
or diseased faith into a "living faith.,,12 It would be a mistake to view Wesley before
Aldersgate as lacking faith although he was deficient of a certain kind of faith. He was
lacking the faith that looks to and trusts Christ alone and thereby joins one to Christ in the
new status of the ')ustified." Prior to Aldersgate, Wesley's faith had the wrong focus. It
was not Christocentric. As he testified:

10 In Rambo 's taxonomy (1993) Aldersgate would constitute the commitment stage, the culmination of an
intense three month interaction with Bohler.
II Of course, Rambo's model would do the same thing as Fowler's which lacks an interaction stage.
Rambo also illuminates the interpersonal dynamics of coming to faith that Fowler'S, more individualistic
account does not address. The corporate accounting is another reason this research prefers Rambo to
Fowler.
12 This way of viewing it fits Wesley's own autobiographical account (WJW 18:247). Wesley explicates
the meaning of this kind offaith in his sermon "Salvation by Faith," preached two weeks after his
Aldersgate experience at St. Mary's Church, Oxford - a sort of an evangelical "coming out" party.
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In my return to England, January 1738, being in imminent danger of death, and
very uneasy on that account, I was strongly convinced that the cause of that
uneasiness was unbelief, and that the gaining a true, living faith, was the "one
thing needful" for me. But still I fixed not this faith on its right object: I meant
only faith in God, not faith in or through Christ. (WJW 1988:247)
Wesley's faith was deficient in another sense as well. In 1725, upon his second
conversion (to vocational holiness), in a letter to his mother, Wesley reveals his
understanding of faith as "a species of belief, and belief is defined, as an assent to a
proposition upon rational grounds. Without rational grounds there is therefore no belief,
and consequently no faith.

Faith must necessarily be resolved into reason" (WJW

25: 175-176). It was a faith that insufficiently joined affect with assent. Head and heart

did not go hand in hand till after Aldersgate. And it was Luther' s words, read in a society
meeting that proved to be the catalyst that healed Wesley' s faith, joining affect to assent
. to thought. 13
or pasSIOn

A major impediment to this healing obviously had to do with the "holy living"
tradition into which he was born and raised. It was a prominent theological ethos (both in
its High Church and Puritan strands) of late 17th and 18 th century Anglicanism and was
embraced, with modification, by his parents and all his early mentors, such as William
Law. And quite frankly, it misled him about the "formal cause" ofjustification.14 Thus,

13 Allison traces this multidimensional split of thought and passion in Western civilization to the sixteenth
century (when it followed the way of Descartes over Pascal), reaching its apogee in the industrial
revolution. After T.S. Eliot, he refers to this pervasive schizophrenia as "dissociation of sensibility"
(1966:204-207). Gail Godwin explains the same issue this way: "Most of us, whether we admit it or not,
still live our lives under the influence of the great rift between heart and head that fractured seventeenthcentury thought. This rift, concurrent with the Industrial Revolution of the next two centuries, utterly
changed the landscape of human relations, splitting us into divided kingdoms of intellect versus feeling,
provables versus intangibles, and a host of other "either/or" dualities. Wholeness, and wholeheartedness,
are concepts to be achieved all over again, but this time on a sturdier level of consciousness" (2001 : 112).
The title of Henry Rack's biography of Wesley, The Reasonable Enthusiast, is emblematic of the split
which Wesley and his movement sought to heal.
14 According to Allison, "formal cause" - that which makes a thing what it is - is the linchpin in the
Anglican soteriological debate of the seventeenth century. The holy living tradition of Taylor et al eclipsed
the sheer gratuity of grace by making justification a reward of virtue. Faith as trust is the only proper
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Aldersgate was not merely a breakthrough; it was a break away. Wesley was moving
beyond his teachers and, quite by accident, recovering an earlier Anglican soteriological
synthesis that had been eclipsed by a half century' s "rise ofmoralism.,,1 5
There are three important lessons to note concerning Wesley' s evangelical break
from Anglican moralism. First, Wesley affirmed an earlier Anglican - and more
apostolic - understanding of justification by faith. Wesley came to see, as the Anglican
book of Homilies had earlier stated, "we are justified freely by faith without works"
(cited in Outler 1964: 127). This is the one and only ground of being put right with God.

In this way, Wesley restored faith to its rightful instrumental rather than causal role in
salvation.
Second, in time, Wesley corrected a weakness in the earlier synthesis that
transformed faith from trust to meritocracy. Allison suggests two weaknesses with the
Carolinian formulation of justification that tempted later theologians to transform faith
into a work. First, "few of the Anglican divines attempted to explain how the
unrighteous are initially contacted and justified" (1966: 188). What this meant,
practically, is that clergy did not know how to minister to those whose deaths were
imminent (like prisoners under sentence of death). 16 Did this mean those who died

response to gratuitous grace offered in salvation (1966:178-191). The following account is indebted to C. F.
Allison's magisterial account of Anglican soteriology in the 17 th century by the same title, The Rise of
Moralism (1966).
15 According to Runyon, Wesley actually went beyond (improved) the classical Anglican formulation of
formal cause: "Rather than the traditional view of the atonement which sees it primarily as a transaction
between the Father and the Son apart from humanity, from which completed action we then draw benefits,
Wesley turns the whole drama into an event of communication in which humanity is the intended recipient
of divine love which in Christ comes to expression. This means that the atonement is a Trinitarian event,
one which is not simply a transaction between the Father and the Son, but equally involves the Spirit as the
afent of communication between God and the intended object of reconciliation, humanity (1998:53).
I This example is especially pertinent because one of Wesley's "faith experiments" was to offer salvation
by faith alone to such a person. "The first person to whom I offered salvation by faith alone was a prisoner
under sentence of death. His name was Clifford. Peter Bohler had many times desired me to speak to him
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immediately after their justification were granted entrance into heaven without the
inherent righteous seemingly required by scripture (cf. Matthew 5 :20)? 17 If one was
vindicated on the basis of Christ's work alone, by faith alone, how could one "be"
righteous on the basis of imputation alone? The classical fonnulation, as articulated in the
Thirty-Nine Articles and the Homilies, seemingly entailed an extemalization of
justification that was pastorally debilitating - especially in extreme pastoral situations
which did not allow for refonnation of life. Thus, the classical fonnulation lacked an
ontological grounding (like the inherent righteous of Roman Catholic construals of
justification) necessary to inspire evangelistic confidence. This was precisely the lack the
"holy living" tradition of Taylor, et al sou'ght to ameliorate by postulating a minimum
degree of righteousness under the tenn "faith.,,18 They solved the problem of imputed
righteousness in the classic fonnulation of justification (i.e., extemalization, "legal
fiction", non-transfonnational, etc.) by making faith a virtue. In moralizing faith, the
sheer gratuitousness of grace was eclipsed and justification became an achievement. This
was clearly a case ofthe medicine killing the patient.
Another weakness of the classical fonnulation exposing itself to the correctives of
moralism is that it was never set within a fuller ordo sa/utis, such as sanctification and

before. But I could not prevail on myself so to do, being still (as I had been many years) a zealous asserter
of the impossibility of death-bed repentance (WJW 18:228).
17 Of course, this failure was exacerbated during the Revolution and Interregnum, where life was constantly
lived in extremis.
18 "Faith" is not given its own article of definition as is faith in the Articles of Religion. Article 11 states we
are accounted righteous by faith, epexegetically clarified as "and not for our own works or deserving."
Article 12 follows up with explanation that good works "are the fruits offaith and follow after
Justification." Thus faith is the instrument of justification and the ground of sanctification, but the nature
of faith is not explicated in the Articles. In the Homily on Justification, which is invoked by Article II ,
faith is defmed as "sure trust and confidence" (Outler 1964: 128). Wesley took that defmition as validation
of his breakthrough.
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glorification and the whole manner of becoming saints.

19

Articles 12 -18 follow the

article on justification and cover matters such as "good works," "works of
supererogation," "sin after baptism," and "predestination," suggesting that justification is
not all there is to salvation. But, again, the issues raised and addressed are shaped more
by Protestant polemics. The Edwardian Homilies and the Articles of Religion were
largely written in response to the requirements of Establishment, not pastoral or missional
requirements (Moorman 1980:186). Being cast against the black backdrop of Tridentine
Catholicism and in support of an English Christian culture:
The Anglican doctrinal tradition, born of an attempt (neither wholly successful
nor wholly unsuccessful) to achieve comprehensiveness within the limits of a
Christianity both catholic and reformed, is not susceptible to the kind of textual
definition which the Confessions (on the Protestant side) and the conciliar decrees
(on the Catholic side) afford. One might almost say that Anglicans have taken the
authority of Scriptures and the Catholic creeds too seriously to be comfortable
with another single doctrinal norm. (O'Donovan 1986:12)
And the creeds are Trinitarian and Christo logical, not soteriological definitions.
Nevertheless, whatever the merits of this confessional modesty it certainly generated a
great deal of disagreement and confusion over matters soteriological. This was certainly
true of the 18 th century. As Allison surmises, "Whatever the causes [social convulsion,
h

fear of antinomianism, an anti-polemical episcopacy, etc.] the 1i century bequeathed to
the 18 th century in England a soteriology which hopelessly alienated ethics and moral
theology from their foundations in theological doctrine .

[and] was full of awkward and

debilitating consequences" (1966:206). One debilitation was that Wesley erroneously
believed, like many Anglicans of the early 18 th century, that sanctification was the basis
of justification (Collins 2003 :262).

19 Wesley'S Standard Sermons and entire via sa/utis project must be seen against this Anglican and pastoral
need and as a response to the weakness in the classical formulation that Allison signals .
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Third, Wesley recovered a more holistic understanding and experience of faith as
interpersonal trust. With Bohler' s guidance Wesley recovered the sheer gratuitousness of
grace and thus began to see the folly of his earlier moralism. The message of this grace,
pondered and proclaimed over three months in a sort of controlled experiment, taught
him how to trust God in Christ and to trust Christ' word in the community - as he himself
witnessed others ' so trusting. When the Luther's preface to Romans was read during the
society meeting he attended at Aldersgate, Wesley heard those words through the ear of
faith - "whereby a sinner 'hears the voice of the Son of God and lives '" (WJW 11 :47).
Though it took him some time to reformulate his new understanding of faith, it was fully
there in embryonic form that evening. Faith for Wesley was how one entered into the
transforming friendship with Christ and Christ's friends. And it had two dimensions?O
First, faith was the experience of interpersonal trust, whereby "Wesley moved
beyond his earlier understanding of faith as rational assent, or as assent to authority, to
faith as relational, which was to remain his determinative understanding" (Runyon
1998:54). Faith is neither subjectivist emotion (though it included feeling) nor objectivist
rationality (though it included thought) operating within the individual, but a trinitarian
way of relating into which people are caught up by the Spirit into the activity of God.
That is why Wesley says, a person' s trust and confidence are never the first act or branch
of faith. It is always secondary, a response to a gracious overture. "Thus the trusting that
marks our response in faith is created by the prior action of God. 'There is no love of
God but from a sense of his loving us'" (Runyon 1998:55)?1 So faith for Wesley, as it

20 For the discussion below I am indebted largely to Runyon (1998:51-57 and 74-81) and to a lesser degree
Abraham (2001:175-191).
21 This understanding of faith in the ordo salutis comports nicely with Hooker's classical formulation
concerning justification believing that fear (or any baser motive) is powerless to effect in us repentance and
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was at Aldersgate, became an interpersonal, responsive, trust in the love of God made
known to us in the gospel.
Wesley developed the second aspect of faith as response - with the help of Locke
- to entail a "sixth" or "spiritual" sense. Faith became Wesley' S new epistemology - the
way people perceive God's grace, truth and reality - and constituted another Aldersgate
breakthrough. Faith-as-perception may have been problematic in terms of theological
method, but it proved fruitful for Wesley evangelistically.22 Faith-as-perception supplied
crucial evidence for the truth of the Christian faith, such as gifts and manifestations of the
Spirit as evidence of the risen Lord's presence.23 But, more to the point, faith-asperception enabled Wesley to view people eschatologically. He was able to see colliers
and common folk not as sinners merely, but as potential saints. As St. Paul said of those
who are in Christ - "there is a new creation." Faith as knowing actually transforms the
knower. Thus Runyon explains the role of faith-as-perception in Wesley:
Justification and regeneration are therefore, in addition to everything else, an
epistemological event that opens up a new way of knowing. What is involved is
not "head-knowledge," abstract and unrelated to life, nor is it secret, esoteric
wisdom available only to the initiated. It is the open invitation to participate in
the divine re-creation of the image of God in humanity, namely, that sensitivity
which enables us to discern, reflect, and image the divine will and purpose in the
world. (1998:80)
Faith elevated his perception of people; or rather helped him to see as God sees. Or better
still, as Herbert Butterfield once remarked, the secret of Wesley was that "he sawall his
geese as swans." Seeing (having faith) that ordinary sinners' potential to be

therefore faith. Thus Hooker adds that we cannot, "possibly forsake sin, unless we first begin to love .... I
therefore conclude, that fear worketh no man's inclination to repentance, till somewhat else have wrought
love in us also" (Allison 1996:4).
22 Abraham (200 1: 178-182) details some of those problem, but does not diminish the argument here.
23 Wesley ' s associate and authorized interpreter, Jo1m Fletcher, wrote the treatise Christ Manifested (1968)
elaborating this very point.
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extraordinary saints is the Wesleyan charism. This is why Wesley called faith the "grand

desideratum: it does what none of the senses can; no, not with all the helps that art hath
invented " (WJW 4:53). Wesley's great gift to the Church, for this writer, was that he
democratized sainthood. By faith this great gift was more that wishful thinking; it was
holy chutzpah.
Wesley's Challenge. As the saying goes, Wesley, like success, "has many
fathers." In reverse, many want to claim the Wesleyan imprimatur. His legacy
commandeered by many groups and movements within contemporary Christianity. For
some, Wesley is either the father of liberation theology (Jennings 1990), the small group
movement (Hunsicker 1996), or even the Toronto Blessing (Beard 1996). For others he
is seen as the perpetuator of Lutheran (Hildebrandt 1951), Refonned (Cell 1938), radical
Christian (Snyder 1980) and Eastern Orthodox (All chin 1991) themes and concerns. In
an unpublished article, Mark Ellingsen (2003) argues each of these "Wesleys" have merit
if one considers both the conceptual richness - and - the contextual nature of Wesley' s
theologizing. Depending on the context, the pastoral need or the presenting problem
Wesley sounded like a Lutheran on justification by faith; like a liberationist about God's
preferential option for the poor and the dangers of riches; like a Pentecostal-Holiness
preacher about the freeing of the heart.
The reason these varied emphases are not chaotic or contradictory is due, in part,
to Wesley's Anglican conjunctive (both/and) theological method. Wesley
characteristically held complementary doctrines or perspectives in tension.

24

He resisted

premature closure or reductionistic syntheses. How was he able to do this? There are

24 His sermon "The Lord our Righteousness" demonstrates Wesley 's ability to navigate deeply and fiercely
contested doctrines - imputation vs. impartation - concerning justification by faith (WJW 1:444-465).
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mUltiple reasons, but chief among them was a fundamental commitment to keep his
evangelical experience of grace within the Church of England - even when it wasn't
welcome. Wesley made a prior commitment to a paradoxical priesthood by serving an
ecclesiola within the ecclesia. At the age of eighty-four Wesley wrote a sermon on
Methodism as "God's Vineyard," in which he stressed that God' s purposes for
Methodism were national renewal not separatist:
If it be said, "He could have made them a separate people, like the Moravian
Brethren," I answer, this would have been a direct contradiction to His whole
design in raising them up, namely to spread scriptural religion throughout the
land, among people of every denomination, leaving everyone to hold his own
opinions and to follow his own mode of worship. This could only be done
effectually by leaving these things as they were, and endeavoring to leaven the
whole nation with that "faith that worketh by love." (WJW3:511)
Wesley remained convinced that their spiritual vitality increased because of, not in spite
of, their connection to the mother Church. He re-iterated this conviction at key moments
in the life of the movement.

In his dedicatory sermon "On Laying the Foundation of the

New Chapel" delivered a decade earlier, Wesley quotes the prophetic statement of his
longtime Methodist friend and colleague, Benjamin Ingham: "In the name of God, let
nothing move you to recede from this resolution. God is with you of a truth; and so he
will be, while you continue in the Church. But whenever the Methodists leave the
Church of England, God will leave them" (WJW3 :589).
Living in this tension created a centripetal dynamic or what David Hempton refers
to as "a moving vortex, fueled by scripture and divine love, shaped by experience, reason
and tradition, and moving dynamically toward holiness or Christian perfection"
(2005:57). This "moving vortex" - or what could be called an evangelical "dialectics of
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renewal" - is succinctly stated and put into the context of Wesley's whole achievement
by Paul Chilcote:
In their effort to live out this new found life of grace with integrity, the Wesleys
held together aspects of the Christian faith that are often tom apart. This, in fact,
is orie of their most profound contributions to the life of the church and to the
understanding of renewal. Faith and works are presented as distinct, but not
separate. Likewise, personal and social dimensions of life in Christ - the form
and power of godliness, Word and Sacrament, truth and unity, faith and love - are
held together. This consistent pattern reflects the central theme of Wesley's own
life and ministry, namely "faith working by love leading to holiness of heart and
life." (2002:24)

Wesley's conjunctive theology was not only a product of his Anglican or
renewalist commitments. It was also a product of an even more fundamental
commitment to "primitive Christianity" - a faith paradoxical and conjunctive at its core.
Wesley was self-consciously recovering and re- appropriating an Apostolic faith and
practice. Ted Campbell argues that Wesley leveraged the ancient Christian tradition for
religious revitalization (1991: 18-21). Following the religious/civic wars of the 1i

h

century, Campbell contends that Wesley was part of a larger Protestant reaction that
resourced the memory of the church for a missional (rather than an Erastian
"conservative" or Puritan "polemical") purpose. The early Church provided models (like
the catechumenate) for mission. Though Wesley's vision of the primitive Church was
somewhat romantic, he nevertheless remained a loyal son of the Church of England.
Much like the Anglican architects John Jewel and Richard Hooker, Wesley drew on the
first five centuries of the Christian movement as normative models for the ongoing life
and witness and renewal of the church (Campbell 1991: 11-12). However, it must be
acknowledged that Jewel and Hooker utilized the tradition apologetically to differentiate
the Church of England first from Rome and later the Puritans (Moorman 1972:215-216).
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Wesley, on the other hand, utilized the tradition programmatically in order to revitalize
the Church. Campbell sums up his argument:
What one might expect, then, of a distinctively Anglican visionary would be a
vision of New Testament Christianity in continuity with the church of the earliest
centuries, but a vision that nevertheless stood as a clear challenge to
contemporary Anglicanism. Our researches into Wesley'S vision of Christian
antiquity have shown him to have held just such a vision. John Wesley's vision
of Christian antiquity, then, emerged not only as a result of his encounters with
Manchester Non-Jurors and Continental Pietiests, but also from the particular
circumstances of his development as a visionary leader within a particular
religious tradition that had stressed the continuity of ancient Christianity with the
faith of the apostolic age. Wesley, we might say, was a distinctively Anglican
religious visionary. (1991: 119)
The "catechumenal" precedent to evangelism is a particular instance of Wesley' s
programmatic/missional re-appropriation of Christian antiquity for ecclesiastical
revitalization. Because he utilized and implemented the tradition missionally, Campbell
argues that Wesley gained fresh insight and warrant for further re-appropriation of the
tradition. For example, Wesley understood his ministry to the nominal Christians of
England to be similar to the evangelistic challenge facing early Christians. In his Earnest
Appeal to Men ofReason and Religion for instance, Wesley compares the almost-

Christians of England to the native Americans he met in Georgia. Similarly, in "The
General Spread ofthe Gospel" Wesley concludes that 18th century English Christians are
no better than Muslims and heathens, then describes the rise of Methodism as God' s
means of reforming the nominal Christian peoples of England. In other words, in
contrast to Anglican leaders who understood themselves ministering within an essentially
Christian nation Wesley saw himself as ministering to largely either a pre or postChristian populace. Thus after Aldersgate and his re-prioritizing of faith
(epistemologically and soteriologically), Wesley came to view his societies as being
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essentially evangelistic structures. Indeed, the class meetings did not require a profession
of faith for membership but only "a desire to flee the wrath to come, and be saved from
their sins" (WJW 8:70). According to Campbell, it was this very vocational identification
with the early church and programmatic utilization of the Church' s evangelistic practices
that enabled Wesley to recognize the parallels between his evangelistic process and the
ancient catechumenate. Campbell surmises:
Since the Methodist societies were organized for persons seeking Christian faith,
Wesley could see a parallel between them and the catechetical institutions of the
ancient church, a parallel which would not have been as apparent in the Anglican
(and more broadly Western Christian) practice of catechizing children at the point
of confirmation. (1991:86)
Thus Wesley's "prudential" use of catechumenal evangelism is a recognition of
similarities and parallels with what he was already doing rather than an overt
appropriation from the tradition. But given a prior commitment to a "programmatic" use
of the tradition, Wesley could "see" the missiological parallels between his movement
and the early Church more readily. Thus, in sum, this research's utilization of a
"catechumenal precedent" within its theoretical framework is warranted for three reasons:
(1) Wesley's explicit recognition of the parallel in A Plain Account of the People
Called Methodists (WJW9:258).
(2) Wesley's prior "programmatic" leveraging of the primitive tradition of the church
for the renewal ofthe Church of England (and Protestantism generally).
(3) Wesley vocational calling to the ministry of evangelism and ecclesiastical
revitalization rather than maintenance and cultural chaplaincy.
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The "catechumenal precedent" brings Wesley' s apostolic consciousness and
commitments into sharper focus. It also demonstrates how Wesley met the challenge of
turning sinners into saints.

Wesleyan Parallels to Alpha
Early Methodism and Alpha obviously arose from different eras and social
contexts. Nevertheless, both were born into a culture of hostility. David Hempton notes,
"Part of the problem was the uncertainty of Methodism 's legal status, since it was neither
subject to Anglican ecclesiastical discipline nor willing to avail itself of the limited
toleration afforded to Protestant trinitarian dissenters by the Toleration Act of 1689"
(2005:87). Wesley' s early Methodism emerged from the religious society movement,
which had been encouraged by the Act of Toleration. The Anglican variety of these
voluntary societies (from which the Wesleyan societies were modified) existed to foster
faith and good works, supplemented the ordinary ministry of the parish church and were
th

particularly effective in the urbanized and industrialized society of 18 century England
(Moorman 1973 :293-300).
th

On the other hand, the Alpha arose out of a 20 century, Charismatic Anglican
parish 's urban, hospitality-based, evangelization ministry.25 This instructional fellowship
also exists to foster faith and good works, supplements the ordinary ministry of the local
parish and has proven to be very effective in the 21 5t century post-industrial, postmodem, post-Christian West. These are different contexts - historically and socially

2S Charismatic Anglicanism is only now receiving a measure of respect as a major ecclesiastical party
within the Church of England. See Stevens (2002).
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(though not geographically). However, within their unique settings both movements
adapted, innovated and utilized prudential means of grace to supplement the regular
ecclesiastical means of grace. In sum, they.created a supplemental religious environment
for the reconstruction of faith. The heart of this comparative study focuses on this
construction.
A few other points of comparison are worth mentioning. For example,
theologically Alpha and early Methodism arose out of an evangelical Anglican ethos that
upholds the authority of Scripture, cherishes the uniqueness of Jesus within a Trinitarian
theology, and emphasizes a personal conversion from unbelief or nominal faith to the full
power of salvation. As will be seen, both movements began as holiness or discipleship
processes before becoming overtly evangelistic ones. This genesis partly explains why
neither movement aims to elicit "decisions for Christ" or to enforce orthodox belief or
anyone type of ecclesiology (though both movements are emphatically evangelistic,
creedal, and church-based). The goal rather is to initiate people into the mystery of
godliness - to be "sanctified" and then go on to perfection; or to be "filled with the
Spirit" and then to grow in Christ-like maturity. What Anglican theologian Alister
McGrath wrote of Wesley could just as easily be said of Alpha:
John Wesley propounded an experiential theology
that was able to link up
with the world of workingmen and women. Perhaps they did not or could not
read; but they had feelings, which Wesley was able to address and engage. The
rise of Wesleyanism suggests that classical Anglicanism has severe limitations.
Theology must engage with experience, if it is to ensure its relevance to a mass
public. (1993 :69)
The ultimate goals of evangelization - for example, sanctification and/or filling of the
Spirit - were crucial in the conversion paths for each movement, as will be shown.
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Socially, early Methodism and Alpha are evangelization processes aimed at target
populations that the established church failed to reach. Methodism was especially (but by
no means solely) effective in reaching the large influx of urban working poor which
represented a major demographic shift within eighteenth century England (Walsh 1990).
Alpha is proving effective among the large and growing numbers of persons with no
Christian memory who have grown up in England and North America in the past few
decades, and among many of the myriad nominal Christians throughout the West, as well
as the millions of pre-Christians around the world. Though both Alpha and early
Methodism began as revitalization movements within an established religious
organization, both became overt evangelistic vehicles for those outside a vital experience
of the Christian faith and in this respect (as well as others) echoes the catechumenate of
the ancient Church.
This researcher sees "catechumenal" qualities in both early Methodism and Alpha
that help explain their peculiar evangelistic nature and effectiveness. Thus, a primary
motivation of this research is to discover the lessons Alpha (a new and relatively
unexamined process) can learn through a comparative analysis to early Methodism (an
old and thoroughly examined one) - and how both movements can in turn illuminate the
conversion process when viewed from a "catechumenal perspective."
Finally, Alpha and early Methodism excel at "mid-wifing" people through the
conversion process. As interpersonally nourishing environments, both encourage people
to risk faith and embrace the highly relational and affective nature of the Christian life as
friendship with God. Another interest motivating this research is to understand some of
the actual practices that create and maintain cultures of faith which in tum enable
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Christians to welcome, guide, and nurture others into friendship with God (Vacek
1994:133-149).
Though recent studies of the psychology and sociology of conversion have
advanced understanding of this complex phenomenon, there are still lingering questions
and unsolved puzzles (Rambo 1993, Maloney and Southard 1992). This dissertation will
focus on two of them. The first is the application of Rambo ' s encapsulation theory"matrix of interaction" - to the group evangelism of early Methodism and Alpha. This
application is approached by asking a descriptive historical or contextual question: What
was it about these two Anglican "cultures of faith" that made Christianity a live option
for seekers? And what are the social processes and interpersonal practices that help
people acculturate into this culture? How are they socialized into a living faith? This is
the "what" and "how" question. The second question focuses on the appeal of this
process. Why was it effective at attracting seekers and turning them into saints (i.e.
identity reconstruction)? What is the pull of this process; why do people participate even
when it may cost them to participate or belong? That is, why did it work? This is the
"why" question behind effective evangelization.
This research will study these two Anglican processes of evangelization - early
Methodism and Alpha - as a form of social construction in order to theorize about what
makes effective evangelization effective.
Taxonomy of the Framework
When encapsulation theory (via Lewis Rambo) and a triadic phenomenology of
faith (via Niebuhr) is combined to the historic catechumenate and applied to early
Methodism and Alpha, Figure One, below, illustrates the resulting framework:
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Theoretical Framework

ConClusion
The body of the dissertation applies this framework to the data collected from
early Methodism and Alpha. The outline of each chapter follows the above tripartite
pattern. First, a brief historical example of a relationship or ritual or rhetoric or roles
from the catechumenate will be discussed. Second, the Wesleyan catechetical form will
be examined with specific examples and/or practices highlighted. Third, the Alpha
counter part will be examined and compared to the Wesleyan example which historically
precedes it. The structure of the chapters therefore, follows the structure of the
framework. Aspects of the precedent is illustrated and examined and then the two
historic exemplars are compared and contrasted in light of the shared catechumenal
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features and rationale. Each chapter in the body of the dissertation is thus a partial
perspective on a multi-faceted reality of how a faith culture is constructed and
transmitted. A final chapter will be devoted to the insights and lessons learned from such
a comparative study of catechumenal evangelism as the construction of a culture of faith.

CHAPTER 3
Relations : Friendship as Catalyst to Faith

Early Methodism was, and Alpha is, an ever expanding circle of friendship. The
genius of these two Anglican styles of evangelization is the way they kept (and keep) the
soteriological goal of friendship with God linked with the sociological means of
friendship with one another (Meadows 2001). It is important at the outset, however, to
differentiate the instrumental means (the societies and the rituals and roles which
constitute them) and the material means (friendship with God and neighbor and the
relationships which constitute them). This chapter focuses on the material means relationships. Chapters four, five and six will focus on the instrumental means of rituals,
rhetoric and roles. The focal point of this dissertation is on the means, the practical
wisdom of early Methodism and Alpha as processes of evangelization. 1 But the focus of
this chapter is the material means of early Methodism and Alpha, specifically an
exposition of the nature and role of relationships within evangelism.
The indispensable and vital role of relationships in the transmission of faith has
been empirically established (Crandall 1999). In order to discern the function of
relationships for evangelistic encapsulations, the relational component within the
catechumenate will be explored first. This historical precedent is the background to
examining the importance of relationships in early Methodism, which is the focal
exposition and base of comparison for the Alpha course. So the goal in this chapter is to

I Aristotle ' s observation that practical wisdom was a matter of selecting the proper means for the desired
end is the kind of distinction Wesley excelled at making and implementing. The material cause was the
matter or means being utilized or worked on. A chisel is to wood what instrumental is to material means
(Hughes 2001 :83-116).
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understand more fully the role of relationships in evangelism by comparing the effect
they had on the encapsulations within early Methodism and the Alpha course.

Catechumenate: Preparing for Personal Communion
The catechumenate was as much a relational process as it was a ritual process of
initiation into Christian community. Converts bonded to Christian community as well as
2

to Christian meaning. Though Christian community and meaning are inextricably
intertwined, chapter four will focus on the bond to meaning. This chapter examines the
converts' bond to community.
It is important to note how important the Christian community itself was to the

conversion process in the early centuries. Augustine's dictum, "there is no salvation
outside of the church" was a missiological insight before it was ecclesiastical dogma, for
the church - not individuals - was the basic unit of evangelism in early Christianity
(Hinson 1981). Through a network of sponsors and catechists, as well as the worshipping
congregation, a potential convert was limned into an abiding experience of communitas
(Finn 1989). The catechumenate's effectiveness, stemmed in part, by its being a foretaste
of the Christian fellowship for which they were being prepared (Kreider 1999:10-20).
The now-famous description of this early Christian fellowship, from the anonymous
second century epistle ofDiognetus, merits repeating:
The difference between Christians and the rest of mankind is not a matter of
nationality, or language, or customs. Christians do not live apart in separate cities
of their own, speak any special dialect, nor practice any eccentric way of life.
[They] conform to local ordinary usage in their clothing, diet, and other habits.
Nevertheless, the organization of their community does exhibit some features that
are remarkable, and even surprising. For instance, though they are residents at
home in their own countries, their behavior there is more like that of transients;
2 Zahniser helpfully explores the role of ritual in the transmission of Christian meaning (1997). This
feature of evangelization is examined in chapter four . .
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they take their full part as citizens, but they also submit to anything and
everything as if they were aliens. For them, any foreign country is a motherland
and any motherland is a foreign country. Like other men, they marry and beget
children, though they do not expose their infants. Any Christian is free to share
his neighbor's table, but never his marriage bed. Though destiny has placed them
here in the flesh, they do not live after the flesh; their days are passed on the earth,
but their citizenship is above in the heavens. They obey the prescribed laws, but
in their own private lives they transcend the laws. They show love to all men and all men persecute them. They are misunderstood and condemned; yet by
suffering death they are quickened into life. They are poor, yet making many
rich; lacking all things, yet having all things in abundance. They are dishonored,
yet made glorious in their very dishonor; slandered yet vindicated. They repay
calumny with blessings, and abuse with courtesy.
To put it briefly, the
relation of Christians to the world is that of the soul to the body.
All the same,
the soul loves the flesh and all its members, despite their hatred for her; and
Christians, too, love those who hate them. The soul, shut up inside the body,
nevertheless holds the body together; and though they are confined within the
world as in a dungeon, it is Christians who hold the world together.
Such is
the high post of duty in which God has placed them, and it is their moral duty not
to shrink from it. (Apostolic Fathers 1968: 176-178)
If, as Diognetus claims, Christians are those who "exchange citizenship," then the
catechumenate was their naturalization process. Given the totalizing claims of the
Roman Empire, such a transferal of loyalties would be costly - as evidenced by the
persecutions and marginalization that often accompanied Christian commitment. Since
people don't normally adopt religions that are costly without good reason, there must
have been several compensating factors in becoming a Christian. 3 Rodney Stark
mentions four primary motivations, one of which seemed particularly evident in the
4

orientating process ofthe catechumenate: a new world view. Christian brought a new
vision of the gods - namely that there was one God and that this God actually loved and

3 Sociologists Stark and Finke maintain that people tend to "pay higher prices to the extent that the gods are
believed to be more responsive" (2000:278).
4 The four, in order of importance, were: 1) a new worldview and derivative set of practices that was kinder
and gentler than that of the pagans, creating an intense community, and in the face of epidemics and other
natural disasters increased its network base; 2) the "baptizing" of natural networks, especially Hellenistic
Judaism, which created a "Judaism for Gentiles" thus exploiting the "god-fearer" phenomena; 3) as a
religious cultic movement early Christian rites would have appealed to the upper classes who were
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was responsive to humans. "Moreover, the corollary that because God loves humanity,
Christians may not please God unless they love one another was something entirely new"
(Stark 1996:212).
The catechumenate was one of the tangible ways the early Christians made the
message of love available in loving ways. It was a loving expression of evangelism
because it met seekers at their level of understanding and need. In fact, as Webber notes,
it was devised expressly for pagans who did not have the benefit of a Hebrew (or "Godfearing") background such as most of the 151 century Christian converts enjoyed. Instead,
these seekers needed to be weaned "from their immoral way of life, from their allegiance
to Caesar, from their belief in many gods, and from their faith in magic, the occult and
astrology" (2001:65). Since these seekers generally did not know the story of God's
activity among the people ofIsrael, nor a character formed in terms of that story, the
church developed this extensive form of resocialization to accommodate their ignorance.
The church understood that the process of initiation into such a radically different
relational network would take time. Thus, the catechumenate was a patient corporate
process leading into what could be described as a kind of "cultural transmission
evangelism" (Webber 2001:72). The community disciplined themselves, working an
established process of initiation, all the while patient with and compassionate to its
catechumens and seekers. This patient, compassionate discipline was especially
expressed by sponsors who guided seekers and catechists and who presumably modeled
the dispositions necessary to create an environment that was relationally fertile. The
example of Augustine, as both catechumen and catechist is instructive at this point.

increasing disenchanted with old worldview so searching; 4) the example of the Martyrs who paid the
ultimate and rational price for an eternal reward (1996).
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Augustine the Catechumen
Augustine had become a catechumen as a child but was not baptized until he reapplied in Milan (1991: l3). He was essentially a nominal "hearer" of the Christian faith
throughout young adulthood. When he arrived in Milan, in the autumn of384 of his
thirtieth year, Augustine was a disillusioned young man (Brown 1967:79). He had been
wandering from his maternal Catholic faith for fifteen years. His quest for Wisdom was
peppered wjthjaunts into hedonism and its inevitable heartache. By the time he was
thirty he had been a disciple of the teachings of both Manichee and Plotinus, the "new
age" philosophical schools of his day (O'Donnell 2005:48). He was a teacher of rhetoric
and father to a son born to his concubine. His quest, to this point, did not end in
happiness or fulfillment. In the spring of385, Augustine's devoted mother Monica
joined him. The guilt of abandoning his mother and her faith may have been an incentive
to re-investigate his faith (Brown 1967:81). But a more powerful incentive surely lay in
his unfulfilled quest and the influence of a remarkable Christian Bishop and rhetorician
who received him with kindness. Augustine describes the effect Ambrose had on his
initial aWakening:
And so I came to Milan to Ambrose the bishop, known throughout the world as
among the best of men, devout in your worship. At that time his eloquence
valiantly ministered to your people "the abundance of your sustenance" and "the
gladness of oil," and the sober intoxication of your wine. I was led to him by you,
unaware that through him, in full awareness, I might be led to you. That "man of
God" received me like a father and expressed pleasure at my coming with a
kindness most fitting in a bishop. I began to like him, at first indeed not as a
teacher of the truth, for I had absolutely no confidence in your Church, but as a
human being who was kind to me.
Ambrose taught the sound doctrine of
salvation. From sinners such as I was at that time, salvation is far distant.
Nevertheless, gradually, though I did not realize it, I was drawing closer.
(Augustine 1991:87-88)
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Indeed, Augustine confided to a friend "at that time, there was no one more open to being
taught than I was" (cited in Brown 1967:81). It was a significant time for any seeker to
make his first acquaintance with Ambrose, but especially a young rhetorician in search of
the Word of life.
Ambrose's treatment of Augustine is remarkable given the socio-religious
context. Many entered the ranks of the catechumenate in order to attain the privileges of
the church without the requirements enjoined by baptism. Augustine's career in court
would be augmented through ecclesiastical affiliation. Ambrose "knew the type only too
well: the man who would become a Christian to marry a wife, and bend his knees in
church to get a position from the Christian court" (Brown 1967:82). Nevertheless, he
greeted Augustine affably, with more kindness that he could have expected. Ambrose' s
kindness to a despondent young man and his rhetorical brilliance became a powerful
incentive to emoll in Ambrose' s catechumenate.
Ambrose' s influence was far more than interpersonal, although relationships were
never out of view. As a professional rhetorician, Augustine was anxious to hear Ambrose
preach. He found Ambrose's distinctive oratory delightful: less "witty and entertaining"
than of Faustus, but "more learned" (Augustine 1991:88). Under Ambrose's wise
tutelage, Augustine began to understand and embrace the orthodox Christian faith (as
distinct from his heterodox Manichaeism) - as well as learn a process of evangelization
he would later utilize and develop. Ambrose oversaw a catechumenate conducive to trust
- a trust that encouraged relationships with other catechumens and catechists. As
Harmless points out, "the ordinary catechesis he received, while crucial, was only one
strand among many and, in all probability, not the most decisive" (Harmless 1995:91).
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Augustine recounts one such catecheticallesson at length in The Confessions
(1991 :133-39). It came not from a public sermon by Ambrose, but from a private
conversation with Simplicianus, an elderly presbyter. In the course of the conversation,
Augustine mentioned reading some philosophical treatise by the rhetorician Victorinus.
Simplicianus seized on this. He explained to Augustine his own role in Victorinus'
conversIOn.
Victorinus read holy scripture, and all the Christian books he investigated with
special care. After examining them he said to Simplicanus, not openly but in the
privacy of friendship "Did you know that I am already a Christian?" Simplicanus
used to reply, "I shall not believe that you count you among the Christians unless
I see you in the church of Christ." Victorinus laughed and said: "Then do walls
make Christians?" (Augustine 1991:136)
In truth Victorinus was afraid to offend his friends or lose their respect, some in positions

of influence. However, one day he was moved at the reading of scripture that Christ
might denounce him on the day of judgment. Soon afterwards he petitioned Simplicianus
for baptism. The climax of the story, as Augustine recounts it, is not when Victorinus
opts to give a public confession of faith over the more customary private confession, thus
putting his rhetorical skills to evangelistic use. No, the real climax of the story is when
Augustine realizes Simplicianus has told this conversion story for his benefit; soon
afterwards Augustine "was ardent to follow his example" (1991: 139).
Augustine began to see himself in Victorinus, as someone being readied for the
grace of God, someone who could use his gifts for God. But, also like Victorinus,
Augustine's experience of self was divided. At that point in the story, Augustine takes a
characteristic examination of his inner life in terms of Victorinus' struggle over
vainglory:
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In this way I understood through my own experience what I had read, how "the

flesh lusts against the spirit and the spirit against the flesh" (Galatians 5:17). I
was split between them, but more of me was in that which I approved in myself
than in that which I disapproved. In the latter case it was "no more I" (Rom.
7: 17), since in large part I was passive and unwilling rather than active and
willing. But I was responsible for the fact that habit had become so embattled
against me; for it was with my consent that I came to the place in which I did not
wish to be.
I no longer had my usual excuse to explain why I did not yet
despise the world and serve you, namely, that my perception of the truth was
uncertain. By now I was indeed quite sure about it. Yet I was still bound down to
the earth. I was refusing to become your soldier, and I was afraid of being rid of
all my burden as I ought to have been at the prospect of carrying them. (Augustine
1991:140)
The very next autumn Augustine petitioned Ambrose for baptism, and began the
more arduous Lenten season of moral reformation. As Harmless points out, this phase of
Ambrose's catechumenate focused on two goals: "(1) appropriate models to imitate and
(2) basic moral principles" (Harmless 1995 :93). Augustine began to discipline his unruly
passion by guided prayer and fasting. It was during this phase that Augustine had his
pivotal "toIle lege" illumination experience in the garden. But he was prepared to hear
and appropriate the word of God because he had been relationally prepared to do so,
especially by the kindness and example of someone he admired. Brown suggests, "we
are dealing, here, with a relationship between two people whose eddies may escape the
historian. The influence of Ambrose on Augustine is far out of proportion to any direct
contact which the two men may have had" (1967:87). Indeed!
Augustine the Catechist
At the request of Deogratias, a deacon and catechist of the church in Carthage,
Augustine wrote an instruction manual on catechizing in the 4th century entitled First
Catechetical Instruction (Augustine 1946:13). The treatise consists of two sections; first,

a manual of instruction and second, actual catechetical talks to illustrate the pedagogy.

92
The pedagogical section utilizes many sound principles, but there is one that is
particularly pertinent: the centrality of God's love as the theme of all catechizing and the
indispensable power of love within the teacher. Augustine exhorts Deogratias to love his
catechumens: "For there is nothing that invites love more than to be beforehand in loving:
and that heart is overhard which, even though it were unwilling to bestow love, would be
unwilling to return it .

I say, both the hitherto callous heart is aroused when it is

sensible of being loved, and the heart which was already aflame is the more inflamed the
moment it learns that it is loved in return" (Augustine 1946:21-22).
Deogratias specifically requested help in catechetical method, the preparation and
delivery of basic Christian instruction. Augustine, by contrast, was more concerned
about the catechist's affections and disposition, his attitude and behavior toward his task
and audience: "Accordingly, it is no hard task to give directions in regard to those truths
which are instilled as articles of faith.

But our chief concern is what means we should

adopt to ensure that the catechizer enjoys his work; for the more he is able to do so, the
more agreeable he will prove" (1946: 17). Thus what Deogratias needed primarily was
not more or better methodology, but a disposition that adorned the message. To explain
how one demonstrates that, Augustine compares catechizing to being a tour guide:
Is it not common that when we show certain beautiful, spacious locales, whether
in town or out in the countryside, to those who have never seen them before, we -who have been in the habit of passing them by without any enjoyment - find our
own delight renewed by their delight at the novelty of it all. ? How much more
then ought we to rejoice when people now approach to study God himself. . and
how much more ought we to be renewed in their newness, so that if our preaching
- now a matter of routine - has cooled off, it may get fired up because of our
hearers for whom it is all new." (1946:41-42)
The point of these admonitions is that through sympathy and trust the catechist
might foster a nurturing relationship with the catechumen. According to Harmless,
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catechesis in the early church "involved more than methods or message; it also - and
perhaps ultimately - involved forming a relationship" (Harmless 1995 : 153). Thus,
relationship with God and one another was both the means and goal of the
catechumenate. Harmless concludes:
Augustine stressed the affective dynamic within evangelization because he
believed that no voice reached the ears save the emotion of the heart. And as he
saw it, the core of Scripture was a message aimed at the human heart: the love of
God and love of neighbor, for God, in Christ, had shown how much he loved us
and, in Christ, had made himself our neighbor. This message shaped the
pedagogy: inquirers needed to have a first taste of this love of God and neighbor.
(1995:154)
Providing catechumens a "first taste" of Christian love was what the catechumenate was
all about. It largely was what early Methodism was about as well.

The Three Rises of Methodism and the Power of Relationships
Wesley' s life and ministry can viewed in terms of a series of discrete
encapsulations. 5 The movement he led can be seen as an extrapolation of his own
experience of intense, transformative fellowship with family and friends. Indeed, Wesley
himself traces the "rise" of Methodism to three distinct but related transformational
fellowships. He reminisces: "[T]he first rise of Methodism (so called) was in November
1729, when four of us met together at Oxford; the second was at Savannah, in April
1736, when twenty or thirty persons met at my house; the last was at London, on this day,
when forty or fifty of us agreed to meet together every Wednesday evening, in order to a
free conversation, begun and ended with singing and prayer (WJW9:430).

5 These encapsulations are meant in terms of the encapsulation theory and faith reconstruction as defined in
chapter two - i.e., intentional, highly bounded groups for the purpose of identity transfonnation. Wesley's
life, beginning in the Epworth rectory onward, was highly bounded so that most of his fonnative interaction
was with people who sought to inculcate holiness and/or a living faith. "Ever emerging is his expressed
need to belong to a select fellowship, in which there could be a sharing of failures and fears, a nurturing of
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Thus, the "three rises" of Methodism correspond, respectively, to Wesley' s involvement
with the "holy club" of Oxford, his missionary work (with four of his holy club
colleagues) under the auspices of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG) in
Georgia, and finally with his friendships with Peter Bohler and the Fetter Lane Society
organized in London, and later, the Methodist Society in Bristol (Heitzenrater 1995 :3395).
To underscore the importance of relationships in early Methodism-is to do more
than state that relationships were important to Wesley. That is an obvious and
unexceptional observation which can be made of most great Christian leaders. Rather for
Wesley, intentional, intense relationships were the vital and indispensable matrix of
Christian experience and mission. Without them there would have been 'no Methodism.
Methodism at its core was a small group of companions, a number of whom became
close friends, as Wesley himself documents in A Short Account of the People Called
Methodists (WJW9:426-503). They sought to love others as they had experienced being
loved by one another and God.

In terms of encapsulation theory, family life is most formative for it includes all
three forms of incubation - social, ideological and physical (Rambo 1993:105-06). This
is helpful for understanding Wesley. Wesley' s childhood in the Epworth rectory was
spiritually and relationally intense. Given the era in which he lived and the parents who
raised him, how could it have been otherwise? A generation earlier England experienced
a religious war and Wesley' s grandparents had been part of the Glorious Revolution.
Wesley's parents, however, "converted" back to the established church. Thus, they were

love and hope and spurring of spiritual growth" (Udy 1962:24). The "three rises" Methodism both
perpetuated and recapitulated this experience for others.
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conscientiously committed establishmentarians and devout churchmen. As Baker states,
"coming from Nonconfonnity to the Church of England as convinced converts, both
Samuel and Susanna Wesley had proved the more zealous in their Anglican allegiance,
the more enthusiastic in impressing its values upon their children" (Baker 1970:7). So
zealous in fact that John' s parents separated for several months. Samuel could not accept
Susanna's non-jurist sympathies and her refusal to "Amen" his prayer for the king,
When pressed, Susanna explained that, as James II was unlawfully overthrown, she did
not believe William of Orange to be king. "If that be the case," answered Samuel, "you
and I must part; for if we have two kings, we must have two beds." John, literally, was
the fruit of reconciliation between warring parents (Rack 2002:42).
It wasn't just allegiance to the established church that was impressed upon the

children. Both parents had retained a Puritan concern for biblical fluency, holy living and
discipline. They were also denizens of the "holy living" tradition - a holiness movement
which had been mainstreamed within the Church of England (Rowell, et al. 2001: 185188). These commitments were expressed in the disciplines of daily Bible reading,
prayers and involvement in the religious societies movement. John's father, Samuel, was
not only an advocate of such societies, he belonged to one in London and started another
in his Epworth parish. The religious societies movement eventually honeycombed
England with voluntary small groups of people who associated for the purposes of
inculcating "a holy and serious life." Religious societies were voluntary, highly bounded
groups organized to supplement the nonnal sacramental and pastoral care of the parish
church (Simon 1921 :9-18). Their purpose and goal was succinctly stated in the late 1ih_
century manual, The Country Parson's Advice to His Parishioners:
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If good men of the Church will unite together in the several parts of the kingdom,
disposing themselves into friendly societies, and engaging each other, in their
respective combinations, to be helpful to each other in all good Christian ways, it
will be the most effectual means for restoring our decaying Christianity to its
primitive life and vigour, and the supporting of our tottering and sinking Church.
(cited in Simon 1921:9)
These societies, specifically designed to strengthen piety and provide other
avenues by which to practice love of God and neighbor, are important instances of
encapsulation and examples of a religious identity transformation organization. Some
societies were more outwardly oriented (social ministry or reform) and others more
inwardly focused (personal reform and nurture), though they tended to overlap for "the
two kinds of society were complementary wings of a concerted campaign to improve the
religious and moral health of the nation" (Rack 1987:588). The more pietistic versions
were emphasized by Anthony Horneck, an Anglican rector in London from a German
Pietist background. In response to the moral laxity ofthe post-Revolutionary era and out
of concern for anxious young men who approached him for spiritual direction, Horneck
began his meetings in 1678. The purpose ofthe meetings was to encourage vital piety.
The agenda included set prayer, Bible and devotional reading, voluntary testimonies and
charitable work. Horneck' s rules, with later elaborations, continued to influence societies
of this type, including Methodist societies, for a century or more (Rack 1987:588).
In time Wesley would demonstrate that he too was a loyal son of the "holy living"
tradition and the societies' movement of the Church of England, as his father Samuel had
6

been and whom he consulted several times for advice concerning his Oxford society. So,
before Wesley left his family at Epworth for Charterhouse, London in 1714, at age

6 Samuel Wesley comments, "I hear my son John has the honour of being styled 'the father of the Holy
Club.' If it be so, I am sure I must be the grandfather of it; and I need not say that I had rather any of my
sons should be so dignified and distinguished than to have the title of 'His Holiness'" (WJW25 :339).
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eleven, "the guiding principles of his life had already been formulated" (Baker 1970:10).
The three rises of Methodism are a development of those principles. Indeed, the guiding
principles could be reduced to one overarching quest: the creation and maintenance of a
transformational fellowship where a biblical consciousness is synthesized with a holy life
of service. At Oxford this quest was pursued in earnest.
The First Rise: Experimenting with a Holiness Encapsulation
Wesley began his university career at Christ Church Oxford in 1720. In 1724 he
earned his baccalaureate degree and shortly thereafter began reading for holy orders.
During this time, Wesley entered into intense study and experimentation in holy living.
Shaped by the "holy living" tradition of a Kempis, Taylor and Law, Wesley discovered
that holiness was first an interior reality - "that true religion was seated in the heart and
that God's law extended to all our thoughts as well as words and actions." Wesley' s
recollected self-evaluation was that "I doubted not but I was a good Christian" (WJW
18:244). Some scholars believe this discovery and orientation toward holiness, rather
than his "heart-warming" experience at Aldersgate, was Wesley's true "conversion."
Though this debate is largely determined by one's model and understanding of
conversion, clearly this marked a turning point for Wesley (Tyson 2001:29). From a
processive perspective on conversion one could certainly see this as Wesley' s conversion
toward holiness, though subsequent conversions certainly followed. This is apparently
how Wesley understood it for this experience led him into a determined pursuit of the
kind of community that could sustain the kind of life he desired (Heitzenrater 1995 :36).
This led to Wesley' s second discovery, namely, that holiness is best engendered
by "accountable discipleship" within community (Watson 1985:67-74). Wesley
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describes the beginning of his experiment in ascetical community in his A Short Account
of the People called Methodists:
In November 1729, at which time I came to reside at Oxford, my brother and I,
and two young gentlemen more, agreed to spend three or four evenings in a week
together. On Sunday evening we read something in divinity; on other nights, the
Greek or Latin classics. In the following summer we were desired to visit the
prisoners in the Castle. And we were so well satisfied with our conversation that
there we agreed to visit them once or twice a week.
In April 1732 Mr.
Clayton of Brasenose College began to meet with us. It was by his advice that we
began to observe the fasts of the ancient Church, every Wednesday and Friday.
Two or three of his pupils, one of my brother's, two or three of mine, and Mr.
Broughton, of Exeter College, desired to spend six evenings in a week with us,
from six to nine 0 'clock, partly in reading and considering a chapter of the Greek
Testament, and partly in close conversation.
I think at this time we were
fourteen or fifteen in number, all of one heart and mind. (WJW9:427 [emphasis
added])

This passage, which Wesley drew substantially from his journal, described a pursuit of
holiness in an intense servant community. In a letter dated October 18, 1732 Wesley both
defended and described his experimental community to the grieving father of a deceased
member, William Morgan. He wrote: "We still continue to meet together; and to confirm
one another, as well as we could, in our resolutions; to communicate as often as we have
opportunity, which is here once a week; and to do what service we could to our
acquaintance, the prisoners, and two or three poor families" (WJW25:339) .
Though the shape and methods of that community changed over time, its overall
purpose as a corporate quest for holiness did not (Heitzenrater 1995 :42). But even at this
early date, Wesley himself was so satisfied with the interpersonal richness of this
community that he states, "having now obtained what I had long desired, a company of
friends that were as my own soul, I set up my rest, being fully determined to live and die
in this sweet retirement" (WJW9:427). This retirement never came, for Wesley was
called by his father to Epworth and then recruited by the Society for the Propagation of
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the Gospel in Foreign Parts to minister in Georgia. Though this next season of ministry
would alert Wesley to some weaknesses of this experiment, nevertheless the lessons and
abiding value of the Holy Club remained. As Watson notes, "what was absent from this
perfectionism of right intention and earnest endeavor, however, was the Augustinian
dimension of grace" (1985:44). The Oxford experiment taught Wesley that holiness was
both an interior and interpersonal reality, but justification and sanctification were
conjoined. The gift of justifying faith which engenders and sustains this reality was not
yet part of his conscious experience. As stated earlier, Wesley was a loyal son of the
"holy living" tradition and the religious societies movement of the Church of England, as
his father Samuel had been. Although the Georgia mission would alert him to this
missing link - i.e., justifying faith - in both his heritage and personal experience of
salvation, the telos of holiness remained constant throughout early Methodism. Indeed,
he went to Georgia for the same principal reason he had returned to Oxford - to pursue a
holy life and thereby "save his own soul" (WJW 18:137,25:395).
The Second Rise: Striving for an Evangelistic Encapsulation
Charles Delamotte, Benjamin Ingham and John' s brother Charles, all members of
the Holy Club, traveled to Georgia with John in order to evangelize the Indians. The
Gentleman's Magazine for October 1735 reported:

Tuesday 14, This morning James Oglethorpe Esq. accompanied by the Rev. John
Wesley Fellow of Lincoln College, the Rev. Mr. Charles Wesley, Student of
Christ Church College, and the Rev. Mr. Ingham of Queens College, Oxford, set
out from Westminster to Gravesend, in order to embark for the Colony of Georgia
- Two of the aforesaid Clergyman design, after a short stay in Savannah, to go
amongst the Indian Nations bordering upon that Settlement, in order to bring them
to the knowledge of Christianity. (cited in Snyder 1980:20)
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This Anglican "band of brothers" reinforced each other in the holy living tradition
of austere discipline, service and mutual accountability. However, outside the confines of
Oxford this code was not very practicable for either the colonists or the Indians to whom
they were sent to minister. It lacked two important but interdependent features: a social
mechanism and theology of inclusion. In time Wesley discovered that something needed
to precede the sanctification of sinners and nominal Christians regardless of how strong
the longing for holiness. His mission required a theological and organizational zone of
welcome and acceptance whereby sanctification was pennitted to do its deeper work
(Lovelace 1979: 161-172). The fact that he had not yet discovered this zone sabotaged his
best intentions (personal and vocational) for Georgia.
Wesley became aware of his need by two revelations. First, on the Simmonds
crossing the Atlantic in 1735 more than one fierce stonn startled him to the point of
fearing his own death. He confessed in his journal, "I could not but say to myself, 'How
is it that thou has no faith?' being still unwilling to die" (WJW 18:142). This lack of trust
was exacerbated by the contrasting calm of the Moravian passengers. Wesley relates a
conversation with one of them: "'Was you not afraid? ' He answered, 'I thank God, no.'
I asked, 'But were not your women and children afraid?' He replied mildly, 'No; our
women and children are not afraid to die'" (143). Later, in July 1736, when Wesley was
in America, he experienced a horrific thunderstonn and confessed in his journal, once
again, "This voice of God, too, told me I was not fit to die; since I was afraid rather than
desirous of it" (165).
Why was Wesley so fearful of death, ifhe in fact was right with God? In the face
of the peaceful Moravians this question took on added poignancy for Wesley. What did
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they possess that he did not? His own commitment to holiness as an interior,
interpersonal reality made him especially vulnerable to this lack of faith in the face of
death - and in the face of a more authentic faith. Voicing his esteem for the Moravians,
he asked their leader August Spangenberg for advice about his conduct, but the German
had a more pressing concern to discuss.
He said, "My brother, I must first ask you one or two questions. Have you the
witness within yourself? Does the Spirit of God bear witness with your spirit that
you are a child of God?" I was surprised, and knew not what to answer. He
observed it, and asked, "Do you know Jesus Christ?" I paused, and said, "I know
he is the Saviour of the world." "True," replied he, "but do you know he has
saved you?" I answered, "I hope he has died to save me." He only added, "Do
you know yourself?" I said, "I do." But I fear they were vain words. (WJW
18:146)
For years, Wesley had been taking the religious life evermore seriously. The
more serious he got, the more strenuous his efforts became, but then the more conscious
he was of his own failures . The Holy Spirit's witness - that one can know that one is a
child of God by faith - and that this assurance itself is a mark of authentic faith, was
completely alien to Wesley. As Stephen Tomkins wryly comments, "In time, this idea
would break him free from his religion of insatiable anxiety. For now, it was just another
thing to worry about" (2003:49).7
Wesley's second revelation was that the Oxford approach to community was not
only powerless to transform either nominal or pre-Christians in the colonies--it mostly
served to further alienate them. As Frank Baker describes Wesley's efforts,

7 Wesley'S sennon, "The Case of Reason Impartially Considered" restates the discovery initiated by this
conversation with Spangenburg: "Reason, however cultivated and improved, cannot produce the love of
God; which is plain from hence: It cannot produce either faith or hope; from which alone this love can
flow. It is then only, when we "behold" by faith "what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us,"
in giving his only Son, that we might not perish, but have everlasting life, that "the love of God is shed
abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us." It is only then, when we "rejoice in hope
of the glory of God," that "we love Him because he first loved us," But what can cold reason do in this
matter? (WJW2:S98)
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[AJll they provided was evidence of a burning desire to revitalize the church, or at
least to conduct the experiment of building a model Christian community in one
Anglican parish. Yet when a church reluctant to undergo a blood-transfusion
handed the would-be physician his coat and hat, he became the more eager to cure
the patient in spite of herself. (1970:52)
To Wesley's credit, he approached the "Georgia mission as an opportunity to restore
ancient Christian disciplinary and liturgical customs in an environment similar to that of
the ancient Church" (Campbell 1991 :34). But it was these very "disciplinary and
liturgical customs" and the heavy-handed administration of them which got Wesley
expelled from Savannah. Of the two presentments and ten charges later brought against
him in Georgia, eight were concerning alleged rubrical violations. One particular
allegation was his refusal to baptize infants other than by immersion, unless, of course,
the parent could "certify it was weak:, and not able to bear it" (WJW 18: 190-191). Wesley
admits this practice in his journal entry dated February 22, 1736: "Mary Welch, aged
eleven days, was baptized according to custom of the first Church, and the rule of the
Church of England, by immersion. The child was ill then, but recovered from that hour"
(WJW 18: 150). However grateful the parents mayor may not have been, parishioners

normally don't like being "experimented" on - even ifit is for their own good. This
proved to be true in Savannah.
Wesley was decidedly dividing opinion in Georgia. However, he had enough of a
following (and enough sense) to gather the more devout into groups for weekly study and
discussion - a pattern inspired by Oxford Methodism and the Moravians. This he later
termed the "second rise" of Methodism. He records on April 16, 1736:
And we agreed: first, to advise the more serious among them to form themselves
into a sort of little society, and to meet once or twice a week, in order to reprove,
instruct, and exhort one another; second, to select out of these a smaller number
for a more intimate union with each other, which might be forwarded, partly by
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our conversing singly with each, and partly by inviting them all together to our
house; and this accordingly we determined to do every Sunday in the afternoon.
(WJW 18: 157 [emphasis added])
Though he doesn't use the Moravian language of "bands," this second tier of groups was
a second Moravian influence on Wesley in Georgia. Though it would be a few years
until he discovered the theology and means to initiate people into a "living faith," the
Moravians had effectively challenged the "affective deficit" within his theology and
practice of ministry. This deficit was noticed by the parishioners of Savannah and some
were rather forthright and florid in their depiction of it. One scolded Wesley:
I like nothing you do. All your sermons are satires upon particular persons,
therefore I will never hear you more; and all the people are of my mind, for we
won't hear ourselves abused. Beside, they say, they are Protestants. But as for
you, they cannot tell what religion you are of.
All the quarrels that have been
here since you came, have been 'long of you. Indeed, there is neither man nor
woman in the town who abides a word you say. And so you may preach long
enough, but nobody will come to hear you. (WJW 18 :162)
The SPG mission trip was closer to a successful failure than "an unmitigated
catastrophe" (Tomkins 2003:43). Minus the failed romance with Sophy Hopkey, the later
successes of early Methodism were built on the lessons learned in America - in particular
this need for a theological/organizational zone ofwe1come. The experiment in primitive
Christianity, the instruction and example of the Moravians, as well as the self-revelations
prompted by the fear of death put Wesley on the path to his singularly important
discovery: that the gift of faith usually occurs within a corresponding community of faith.
Hunter's observation merits repeating:
Wesley ventured a revolutionary hypothesis: that the occurrence of the first
phenomenon (faith, hope, power, etc.) depends on the second. That is, as you
gather Christians and seekers together to confess their sins, encourage one
another, rejoice together, and so forth, the life, love, faith, hope and power of the
Apostolic church emerges. He sensed that if he drew people together in cells to
challenge and encourage each other to live daily as Christians, that, through their
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protracted experiences, the contagion and power of the Apostolic church would
move in human history once again. And it happened! (Hunter 1987:125)
These two dynamics are synergistic and interdependent and the Georgia mission, above
all, alerted Wesley to his own need for such an evangelistic encapSUlation. Upon his
return to London Wesley was eager to satisfy this need.
The Third Rise: Learning an Evangelistic Encapsulation
Aldersgate was the culmination of a series of Moravian-influenced, evangelically
-oriented encapSUlations. On the Simmonds, Wesley was physically encapsulated for
months. He witnessed the Moravian hymn singing, testimony and fearlessness in the face
of death. The stark contrast to his own fearfulness catalyzed a different spiritual journey
- one that was less rationalistic and solitary (Collins 2001). He had several conversations
about the nature of saving faith, most significantly with Peter Bohler (ca.1712-177 5) who
encouraged him to "preach faith till you have it, and then because you have it, you will
preach faith" (WJW 18:228).
Peter Bohler and a Living Faith. Though John had several acquaintances among
the Moravians, his friendship with Peter Bohler was a critical factor in his breakthrough
in faith and fuller trust in Christ. In the space of four months, after his return to England
in early 1738, he recorded five important conversations with Bohler on the subject of a
"living faith." These episodes demonstrate that the relationship between Wesley and
Bohler - their trust and transparency (in the light of the earlier encapSUlations) - helped
catalyze his experience of a "living faith."

8

Before examining those conversations in

detail, let us first place them in context.

8 Wesley uses the phrase "living faith" several times in his journal during this period of interaction with
Peter Bohler. Its primary character is that it is directed toward Christ and evidenced by peace and
liberation from the dominion of sin (WJW 18:220-37).
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As mentioned earlier, Wesley had already encountered twenty-six Moravians on
the Simmonds who "endeavored to show [him] a more excellent way" (WJW 18:246) .
Given his fear of death, compounded with his various failures in Georgia, Wesley found
the Moravian example of inner peace and social harmony both intriguing and haunting.
Thus when he met the Moravian minister Peter Bohler on February 7, 1738, Wesley was
favorably predisposed and even unusually open to his influence, even though Bohler was
a younger man and belonged to a lower class. Yet they did have numerous similarities:
both were missionaries; Bohler was preparing to go to the colonies and Wesley had just
returned. Both had been university teachers, had mutual friends and involvement with
the religious societies; and, most importantly, both were earnest about a living faith
(Rack 2002: 138-139). Indeed, at this juncture in his spiritual pilgrimage Wesley states:
In my return to England, January 1738, being in imminent danger of death, and
very uneasy on that account, I was strongly convinced that the cause of that
uneasiness was unbelief, and that the gaining a true, living faith, was the "one
thing needful" for me. But still I fixed not this faith on its right object: I meant
only faith in God, not faith in or through Christ. Again, I knew not that I was
wholly void of this faith, but only that I had not enough of it. (WJW 18:247)
This obsession with a "living faith" (though one had it and the other sought it) was the
"common third," lifting Wesley's and Bohler's mutual attraction into the realm oftrust
and transparency.
In this context, it is worth noting that Wesley, shortly after meeting Bohler,
resolves "to use absolute openness and unreserve with all that I should converse with"
(WJW 18:227). In his interactions with Bohler, Wesley abides by this resolution and it is
this transparency and openness that allows Bohler to help him.

9

9 According to Em Griffin, intimate conversations are the operational definition of friendship for most
peoples, even non-Westerners. He quotes the Arab proverb that a friend is "one to whom one may pour out
all the contents of one ' s heart, chaff and grain together, knowing that the gentlest of hands will take and sift

106

In the next three months of conversation and interaction, Bohler encourages

Wesley at two levels in his quest for a living faith.10 First, Bohler challenges Wesley to
reexamine and rethink the nature of faith (as entailing trust as well as belief). When asked
ifhe believed, Wesley could only say, "If what stands in the Bible be true, then I am
saved" (18:228 n49). Bohler wisely accented the subjective side of faith as personal
trust, which Wesley muted. He challenged Wesley to re-read the Bible with this
understanding in mind. Wesley did, read many such conversions in Acts, and became
convinced of the scriptural warrant for Bohler' s teaching. On March 5, 1738 Wesley's
initial disagreement was dissolved into this concession: "By whom (in the hand of the
great God) I was on Sunday the 5th clearly convinced of unbelief, of the want of 'that
faith whereby alone we are saved, with the full, Christian salvation'" (WJW 18:228).
Now convinced of the biblical basis of an affective, existential faith, Wesley still
had to square his experience with the evidence. But he had one retreat left. "Thus, I
grant, God wrought in the first ages of Christianity; but the times are changed. What
reasons have I to believe he works in the same manner now?" So Bohler produced
several living witnesses, "who testified God had thus wrought in themselves

I could

now only cry out, 'Lord, help thou my unbelief" (WJW 18:234 [emphasis in the
original]).
Second, as Bohler engaged Wesley's intellectual struggles he simultaneously
encouraged him to engage in "faith experiments." Wesley's intellectual and
psychological breakthrough so shook him that he considered "leaving off preaching."

it, keep what is worth keeping and with the breath of kindness blow the rest away" (1987:174). Bohler
kindly blows away quite a lot of chaff in these conversations.
10 In sociological tenns Bohler provided Wesley with a new meaning system (faith as trust in Christ) and a
new plausibility structure (preach faith till you have it). The two mutually reinforced each other.
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Again, Bohler memorably advised his friend : "Preach faith till you have it, and then,
because you have it, you will preach faith" (WJW 18:228 [emphasis in original]). An
unorthodox answer perhaps, but it was psychologically brilliant, because such preaching
built up Wesley' s confidence in the assurance for which he longed. Manifesting great
trust in Bohler (as well as God), Wesley admirably applied his earlier resolution of
transparency to this faith experiment - and to great success. Over the next three months
Wesley preached and testified in churches and chapels and prisons, giving witness to his
newly discovered (but ,11ot yet experienced) understanding of faith. This report is typical
of those months:
At Gerrards Cross I plainly declared to those whom God gave into my hands "the
faith as it is in Jesus"; as I did the next day to a young man I overtook on the road,
and in the evening to our friends at Oxford. A strange doctrine, which some, who
did not care to contradict, yet knew not what to make of; but one or two, who
were thoroughly bruised by sin, willingly heard, and received it gladly. (WJW
18:235)
Shortly thereafter Bohler and Wesley formed a new society, which later met at Fetter
Lane. This society was a synthesis of Anglican and Moravian influences, thus providing
Wesley a safe place to further explore and deepen his faith. The turning point came on
May 24, when on the hearing of Luther's preface to Romans read in the group, he found
himself believing in a new and fuller way. The Moravian influence which began in
Savannah had come full circle. II
Wesley' s evangelical conversion on May 24 followed his theological conversion
on March 5. It may be an overstatement to say that Aldersgate could not have happened
without this prior change of mind and psyche but the narrative force of the Journal leads

II This was similar to the Savannah experiment in community. Ward comments "It was a Church of
England society with love-feasts and bands, and from it sprang both the Moravian society which became
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one to the conclusion that the theological/psychological change of mind was of singular
importance. Wesley' s experience of saving faith needed a foundation of both intellectual
and relational support.

12

Once Wesley was intellectually convinced that salvation comes

by faith alone and that his sin required such justification, he was poised for the
experience of authentic Christian faith.
Class Meetings: Discovering an Evangelistic Encapsulation.13 In February 1742
Wesley stumbled onto a new organizational structure that would prove vital to the longterm success of his movement - the class meeting. The societies were already divided
into bands, but these were only for convinced believers. As his open-air preaching
gained popularity, he had no corresponding group in which to place those seekers who
had been awakened by his preaching. The class was designed for them. Though its
origin was a visitation program to relieve the debt Wesley still carried for the society
room in Bristol, it quickly evolved. It was decided that every member would pay a penny
a week to build up funds. To organize the collection, the Methodists were divided into
groups of twelve (or more) and a steward was appointed to visit and counsel each
member during weekly visits. Before long the visitation system was changed to a weekly
meeting of the whole group. Wesley immediately found that ifhe appointed his most
reliable people as leaders in each class, he had a system of "unspeakable usefulness" as
the leaders would question, exhort and advise their proteges, and regularly report on their
progress to Wesley or one of his assistants (WJW9:528-529).

the Moravian Church, and also the fIrst Methodist 'United Societies,' which retained the Anglican
connection" (WJW 18:236 n95).
12 This chapter focuses on the relational aspects of evangelization. The chapter on rhetoric will examine the
theological aspect - the connection between doctrinal formulation of spiritual reality and the experience of
that reality.
I3 Functioned similarly to catechetical schools, an instructional fellowship designed to lead awakened or
inquiring seekers to full Christian faith (Hinson 1981 :37-39).
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Structuring the classes as a pattern of evangelistic relating, Wesley provided both
guidelines and leadership for the Methodists. As the entree into the Methodist societies,
the classes had both an evangelistic and probationary function. The only entrance
requirement, as stated in The Nature, Design, and General Rules of the United Societies,
was a "desire to flee the wrath to come, to be saved from their sins" (WJW9:70). This
desire for deliverance was nurtured and manifest in a willingness to follow a simple rule
of life which included: (1) doing no harm, (2) doing good to all as it is in their power and
opportunity to do, and (3) by attending to all the ordinances of God (WJW9:71-73) . All
sincere seekers of salvation were welcome, sincerity marked by observing this minimal
rule of life. 14
Conclusion: Class Meeting Encapsulation
The model of Peter Bohler's evangelistic friendship with Wesley and the subsequent
serendipitous innovation of the class meeting would eventually forge the matrix which
became the "soul of Methodism" (Hardt 2000). Indeed, early Methodism could be
viewed as a complex of encapsulations, beginning with classes and the relationships
leading up to them designed to birth and nurture the faith that saves. The early Methodist
societies embodied a distinct soteriological vision which enabled Methodists to be God's
converting grace to one another. Thus, of the four components - relationships, rituals,
roles and rhetoric - relationships are of primary importance. They set the context and
tone for the other three components. Ron Crandall's essential insight about the ministry
of evangelism underscores this aspect of early Methodism: "because the gospel's goal is
more about helping persons become eternally connected with God through receiving the

14 Another evidence of Wesley's break with Moravian quietism - even the unregenerate were expected to
participate in their own conversion.
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life of Christ than it is about getting persons to believe a 'plan of salvation' or go through
a 'rite of initiation,' evangelism is by its very nature the ultimate relational act"
(1999:139). Though Wesley utilized all the means of grace at his disposal (as discussed
in subsequent chapters), the evangelistic relationships of the people called Methodists,
were primary. The class meeting was simply Wesley's new rubric for administering it.

The Three Rises of Alpha and the Power of Relationships
Evangelistic relationship is one of the core values of Holy Trinity Brompton
Church (hereafter HTB). Vicar ofHTB, Sandy Millar, is known for this revealing
anecdote:
When I first came to Christ I went to a Bible study and I was full of questions and
things that I long to hear discussed. And more than once I was told, "Oh, we are
not discussing that tonight." So I would say, "What are you discussing tonight?"
I wasn't interested in what we were discussing and I gradually got less and less
interested in the group because it seemed to me that they were only interested in
studying the Bible for the sake of studying the Bible. There was I, a living
example of the thing they were supposed to be studying the Bible in order to help,
but they were no help at all. (Elsdon-Dew 2005:47)
This section examines the importance of persons and relationships which lie at the core of
the Alpha Course. Subsequent chapters will examine the other core values ofHTB which
have left their imprint on the Alpha Course- common meals and humor (rituals), a life
of beatitude (rhetoric), and group leaders and prayer ministers (roles).
Since the Alpha Course began at HTB and diffused around the world from there,
it is important to understand it from the context of its genesis and initial evolution.
Analogous to early Methodism, the Alpha Course developed through three distinct
"rises." What began in 1976 with a few new Christians in attendance has grown to
include over five hundred seekers in an average Alpha Course at HTB, which is offered
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three times each year, as well as many thousands participating in Alpha Courses around
the world (Hunt 2001 :32-33).
The emphasis on and attention to relationships is surely an important ingredient in
the rise of Alpha. Indeed, the evolution of Alpha can be traced through the influence of
three people (Sandy Millar, John Wimber and Nicky Gumbel) whose relationships first to
one another, and then others, shaped the direction and evolution of the course.
The First Rise: Basic Christian Discipleship
Alpha originated as a discipleship course that became an evangelistic coursemuch as early Methodism began as a holiness club that became evangelistic. In 1976, the
then curate ofHTB, Charles Mamham, developed Alpha as a four-week course for new
Christians and/or new members of the parish. This course in basic Christianity was
conducted in an informal and relaxed atmosphere and covered the following topics:
Assurance, Jesus, the Bible and Prayer. Since it was intended mostly for new converts,
not seekers, however, it remained a highly bounded set. Nor was it the only bounded set
within the parish to influence the subsequent evolution.
The Nickys. As undergraduates at Oxford University, three friends became
Christians within weeks of each other in 1974. They were all named Nicky. They
eventually formed a small group of Nickys. Only those named "Nicky" could joinalthough some "honorary Nickys" were allowed into the group (Gumbel 1993: 119). The
first Nicky to convert to Christ was Nicky Lee. Nicky Lee spent a good bit of time
sharing his new-found faith with his skeptical friend, Nicky Gumbel. But on February
16, 1974, two days after Nicky Lee's conversion, Nicky Gumbel also committed his life
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to Jesus Christ. That was the first of many significant influences, as Nicky Gumbel
chronicles:
Nicky has been my closest friend for over thirty years. We were at school
together and we shared rooms at university. He has always been one step ahead
and I have tried to follow his footsteps. He became a Christian on 14 February
1974. Forty-eight hours later he led me to Christ. Nicky and Sila married in
1976. Eighteen months later Pippa and I followed suit. Our first three children
are approximately the same age. They went on to have a fourth. After university
our paths separated as Nicky went off to teach in Japan and I practiced as a
barrister. Then Nicky went to theological college and one year later I followed.
Nicky and Sila returned to London to join the staff of Holy Trinity Brompton
Church (HTB). One year later we followed. Nicky and Sila ran Alpha for five
years, passing on the baton to us in 1990. They have taught us many things. (Lee
2002:vii-viii)
Nicky Gumbel fails to mention that the influence flowed in both directions. IS After
university, Gumbel returned to London in 1976 and sought out a church that would
nurture his new-found faith. He first went to HTB and Nicky and Sila followed. Thus
the story naturally leads to HTB and its then young barrister-turned-curate Sandy Millar.
Sandy Millar: Barrister turned Vicar. From his earliest recollections, Sandy
Millar always wanted to be a lawyer. Now, at age 26, he was one. He had heard a series
of talks on the cross which awakened a desire to experience the love of God for himself.
But on the train to the Old Bailey in London one morning he had a very uncomfortable
encounter that changed his life-long ambition, as well as his life. The train was packed
but in one of the silences a man shouted across the carriage to him, "Do you realize that
Jesus is alive?" Of course, the direct question was embarrassing, so he responded
quickly, "Yes, I do." Then in another moment of silence, the man shouted across the
carriage a second time: "Does that make any difference to your life?" Mortified, Millar
responded "Yes, yes, yes, I do" and quickly got off the train at the next stop.

15

He also never identifies, to this researcher's knowledge, the third Nicky.
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When he got off, two things really worried Millar about that conversation. First,
he couldn't think of any difference Jesus made to him at all. But what worried him even
more is why he thought it was necessary to say yes, ifhe really meant no. So he resolved
never again to get caught in that position. He bought a New Testament and began
reading through the Gospel of Mark. Whenever the court was in recess, Millar would
retire to his hotel room and devour the accounts of Jesus. He writes:
I was working up in Liverpool shortly after that and I took [the New Testament]
with me and read it from cover to cover. I recommend anybody who has had
some kind of church background to get a different translation of the Bible than the
one they are used to and just read it. And I read about Jesus and I think I can
honestly say - if that doesn't embarrass anybody - Ijust fell in love with Jesus. I
discovered for the first time what an astonishing man He is - an extraordinary
figure, a leader, a man among men. Augustine wrote about what he called a
spiritual vacuum. "Our hearts are restless," he said, "until they find their rest in
God." And that was what I experienced. (Elsdon-Dew 1995:126)
Shortly thereafter Millar resigned his law practice and attended theological college at
Durham. In 1976 he became curate at HTB, where he met and befriended the recent
university graduate and Christian convert, Nicky Gumbel. Gumbel recalls one of those
early encounters with Millar; "He was attempting to recruit me and some of my friends
into one of his fellowship groups. He had a diary open and when I couldn't commit to
one day, he suggested another. It seemed any day was good for him" (Interview October
2003). Eventually, Gumbel and others within his network of friends became members of
the Millars' home fellowship group.
Millar is quick to explain these were not mere Bible study groups. "The vicar,
Raymond Turvey, encouraged me to explore things of the Spirit. So we would gather
together in homes where we would sing and pray, have a short Bible teaching and then
ministry, which included prayers for healing and other needs. These groups grew and
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grew, because people were encouraged and brought their friends. Of course, these are the
very things we do in our pastorate groups today" (Interview April 2004).
The Second Rise: Basic Christian Discipleship in the Power of the Spirit
In 1980, another associate clergy at HTB, John Irvine, lengthened the original
four-week Alpha Course started in 1976 to ten weeks and added the now famous "Holy
Spirit Weekend." HTB was early on its exploration of the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
The weekend away devoted to the person and work of the Holy Spirit was thought to be a
low-key, safe environment in which to explore the "things of the Spirit" (Interview April
2004).
Having just arrived from Oxford, Irvine realized that most college students were
used to ten-week terms, especially in taking on a study course. The weekend away
allowed the clergy to more fully initiate new members into the life of the Spirit; learning
to utilize the gifts of the Spirit in the common life (but not the whole) of the parish. This
addition pre-dates the influence of John Wimber and suggests that HTB was already fully
committed to initiate its members into the fullness of the Holy Spirit and trinitarian life,
even though they did not always understand what or how to do it. Nevertheless, shortly
after John Irvine introduced the weekend on the Holy Spirit to the Alpha course HTB was
introduced to the ministry of John Wimber, who had been introduced to the Church of
England through the endorsement of David Watson in 1981 (Wimber 1986:153). His
influence was singularly important and merits a fuller explanation.
John Wimber's Influence. When asked to name the three most important outside
influences on HTB, Millar responded "John Wimber, John Wimber and John Wimber"
(Interview October 2003). Millar, like most Anglicans, first learned of John Wimber and
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his Vineyard movement in the early 1980s, through the ministry of the pioneering
Charismatic Anglican vicar, David Watson (ca. 1933-1984). In 1983 Millar attended the
first Vineyard Pastors Conference in Anaheim, California. In due course John Wimber
was a regular visitor and speaker at RIB.
Millar claims Wimber taught him and the leadership ofRTB four great lessons.
First, as an Anglican Church moving beyond the 1662 liturgy into an unknown future,
RIB found that Wimber provided a model of ministry. It was a model of worship and
ministry (described below) that facilitated the increasingly missionary urges of the
congregation. Millar recollects the time a young man came into the church, saw the
robed choir singing matins and simply turned around and walked out. Ihis memorable
reaction was emblematic of the increasingly missionary, post-Christian landscape of
secular London. RIB was in a mission field, ministering to people who did not
understand what Christians were saying or doing in their common life and worship. One
young man said to Millar after hearing his explanation of the gospel, "I don't have tapes
for what you are talking about" (Interview October 2003). Millar realized he needed
another way to minister and lead. Millar explains that as they continued to experiment
with a more contextual, Spirit-led ministry, "John came alongside us and showed us what
this might mean for us." (Interview April 2004).
Second, Millar credits Wimber with modeling how to handle criticism. During a
time of spiritual refreshment in the 1990s, RIB was the target of some rather severe
criticism, especially among other Anglican clergy. Millar remembers receiving many
"epistles" from "concerned clergy." Out of exasperation, Millar admits to having once
prayed in the liturgy, "from well-meaning and overly-concerned clerics, Good Lord
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please deliver us" (Interview April 2004). But on the whole, Sandy followed, and still
tries to follow, Wimber's advice of not responding to one's critics. 16
Third, Wimber provided Millar with genuine friendship . He stayed with John
during his frequent trips to California. HTB was always open to Wimber during his
many visits to England. Millar reminisces, "John had a heart as big as a house. He was
totally uncluttered and self-deprecating. He referred to himself as 'just a fat man trying
to get to heaven.' And that permitted him to put a question mark over everything we did.
And we too began to ask ourselves about all aspects of our ministry: 'is this helping
people get to heaven?'" (Interview April 2004). Indeed, according to Millar, when
Wimber came to England he usually spent more time at HTB and other Anglican
churches than he did in his own Vineyard congregations. The result ofWimber's
ecumenical endeavors is that "some of the most vital Anglican churches in England are
those that have been 'Wimberized'" (Miller 1997:50). Because ofWimber's undeniable
influence in the Church of England, and HTB in particular, the nature of
"Wimberization" also merits exploration.
Finally, Millar notes that Wimber had thought through his theology and practice
of the ministry ofthe Holy Spirit-and had written it down. "This was unusual for
someone involved in this kind of ministry," (Interview April 2004). Indeed, the books

Power Evangelism (1986) and Power Healing (1987) are the studied results ofWimber' s
ministerial practice and philosophy. These books became something of a user manual for
the ministry and common life at HTB during the 1980s and early 1990s. How Millar and
HTB utilized the models found in these books will be examined in the chapter on roles.

The rationale behind this principle is discussed fully in Quest for the Radical Middle (Jackson 1999: 152154).
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The Third Rise of Alpha: An Evangelistic Encapsulation
Beginning in the fall of 1990 Nicky Gumbel became the fourth curate to run the
Alpha Course at Holy Trinity Brompton.17 HTB had now been running the Alpha Course
for sixteen years. It had evolved from a four-week course to a ten-week course, as noted.

It incorporated a weekend away that focused on the ministry of the Holy Spirit in
believers' lives. Much of the current infrastructure was already in place. Nevertheless,
Gumbel's initial innovations begun in 1990 made the course what it is today.
Early on, Nicky realized that some seekers (attendees who were not yet believers)
were participating in the course even though it was not really designed for them. He
wondered, "If Alpha could become a tool for evangelism, should he focus the course
more towards their needs and questions" (Interview April 2003). So Gumbel made three
significant changes to the Alpha Course in order to achieve its evangelistic potential.
First, Gumbel rewrote and rearranged the talks to fit a seeker's mindset,
specifically addressing their concerns in an introductory talk "Christianity: Boring,
Untrue or Irrelevant?" Second, he added the celebration supper and advertising to
awaken interest among seekers. Third, Gumbel began an extensive use of questionnaires
to find out how well he was engaging his intended audience. Sandy Millar says this third
addition reflects one of Gumbel's greatest strengths: "Nicky listens and learns from all
criticism, no matter who it is from. Thus he is a quick learner" (Interview April 2004).
Little did Gumbel know how effective the lessons learned or the changes he implemented
prove to be.

17 Charles Marnham (1974-80), John Irving (1980-85) and Nicky Lee (1985-90) were his predecessors in
this role.
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The significance of these changes will be examined in subsequent chapters, but
they will be briefly summarized here. First, Gumbel rewrote the talks and rearranged
their order. By doing so he sought to respond to the mindset of the seeker rather than the
Christian. Millar believes that much of the criticism leveled at Nicky Gumbel and the
Alpha Course arises from Christians who do not understand this basic contextual
principle. Alpha seeks to follow the logic of evangelism rather than the logic of certain
brands of orthodoxy or received methods of evangelizing.
That is, its primary concern
,
revolves around what seekers need to understand and experience in order to be initiated
into the kingdom of GOd. 18 The earlier course, designed for new Christians, began, quite
naturally, with a talk on assurance. Now this is the third talk, revised under the title,
"How Can I Be Sure of My Faith." Nicky wrote a new talk concerning the person of
Jesus Christ, entitled "Who is Jesus?" It replaced the talk on assurance as the first
teaching. This talk seeks to establish the orthodox view of Jesus as the divine-human
Savior of the world. Seekers asked, however, "If Jesus is truly divine then why did he
die?" Millar explains, "This is why Nicky wrote 'Why Did Jesus Die?' and made it the
second talk of the course. He was following the mindset of the seeker and by the new
order and language making it more accessible for the non-Christian" (Interview April
2004).
Gumbel also understood, both from experience and observation, that the young
people attending the course in increasing numbers had friends and if one person outside
the church was converted he or she would likely represent a wider network of friends
who could then be invited to the next course. This is how the idea ofthe "celebration

18 This is precisely the question William Abraham says should be answered by an "eschatological
catechumenate" in The Logic of Evangelism (1989: 174-75).
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supper" came about. 19 It was designed (along with advertising and person-to-person
invitation) to introduce unaffiliated seekers and inquirers to the next course by giving
them a "foretaste" of the hospitality of the Alpha course. The Celebration supper is
essentially the awakening and initial threshold mechanism of the Alpha course. It will be
discussed in detail in the chapter on ritual.
Alpha Groups: Evangelistic Relationships
In a typical weekly Alpha session, after a meal, singing and a talk, a group of six

to twelve people spend forty-five to sixty minutes in conversation. In the small group
time, participants are invited and encouraged to ask questions and discuss their thoughts
and feelings about what they have heard and experienced. One Alpha motto is that Alpha
seeks to help people "explore the questions of life." This is accomplished because, in the
language of Em Griffin, the group time fosters "trust and transparency" by fostering a
permission-to-ask environment (Griffin 1987). According to several testimonies of those
converted on an Alpha course, how people related to them evangelistically seems to have
been critical (Elsdon-Dew 1998). The nature ofthe relationship apparently was the key
factor in helping people to see how the Gospel was good news to their particular
situation. This has become a central dynamic of Alpha, and has born fruit in many
people's lives. Two examples illustrate this point.
The Contagion of Marital Love. James Wynn recalls how Nicky and Pippa
Gumbel befriended him and his estranged wife before, during, and after an Alpha course.
Nicky led him to faith, but the relationship did not stop there. James explains,

19 The celebration supper in collaboration with the advertising campaigns may be seen as a functional
equivalent of early Methodist field preaching. They were designed to awaken interest and incorporation
into the instructional fellowship. See Chapter Four on ritual.
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Thereafter, Nicky was brilliant. He would call me to ask how I was. He saiq he
knew God could do the impossible but he didn't say that He would bring Anna
back. I was praying the whole time that she would come back. I don't think there
was a day that I didn't.
I told Anna I'd become a Christian. We weren't
seeing each other at all, but she did agree to go and see Nicky and Pippa [Nicky' s
wife]. (Elsdon-Dew 1995:49)
As James drew closer to God, he and Anna grew, seemingly, further apart. Divorce
papers were filed, and Anna moved to Oxford and bought a house with her boyfriend.
Eventually, however, through a series of wonderful interventions, Anna came to faith,
although she was not yet reconciled to James. And throughout all the ups and downs
there were two human constants: James' prayers and the Gumbels ' friendship . James
tells the story of Anna's return to Oxford and her boyfriend and how her new found faith
was not easy for him. She traveled to London each week for the Alpha course; Pippa
bought her a Bible, telephoned her regularly and prayed with her. Eventually she helped
Anna find another place to live in Oxford so she could separate from her boyfriend but
remain close to her work (Elsdon-Dew 1995:51).
Over several months, Anna and James were reconciled. They celebrated at HTB
with a marriage blessing service. James realized that God was the primary agent in their
reconciliation but the Gumbels' friendship was God's primary human instrument. Their
trust and friendship enabled James to trust God as well. Nicky led him to Christian
commitment, and then encouraged him to trust God to intervene in his marital situation
(without specifying how). Nicky and Pippa engaged James and Anna as individuals and
as a couple, engendering hope for their future and a model for their present circumstance.
The Contagion of Joy. Lee Duckett came to faith on an Alpha course from a long
struggle with depression. His group leaders were Ashley and Sibs Meaney. He tells of
his initial attraction: "I just could not believe how at peace Ashley seemed to be. I
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thought, He 's got what I'm missing. He's got something [want" (1995 : 151 [emphasis in
original]).
After a group meeting, before his own conversion, Lee began to notice the effect
the group was having on him:
The next morning I woke up and started to wash up and a shave. Then I looked in
the mirror and this massive grin just came across my face and I started laughing.
I was skipping around the house, laughing. I didn't know why. Ijust felt so
happy. It was the first time I had smiled, really smiled, in about three years. I
think with smiles you can tell by the eyes. With customers, I always put on this
grin, but it wasn't a smile. My eyes were dead. But this time I smiled with my
eyes too. (1995:152)
Lee, however, continued to struggle with his midday darkness. After his second Alpha
meeting, Ashley invited him to church. It was then that Lee told Ashley of his
depression. Providentially, as one might guess, the talk that night was on depression.
Lee stood up for ministry at the invitation and Ashley prayed for his depression. Lee
recounts a particular episode of despair and Ashley's intervention a few weeks later:
The next night I felt really uneasy in my bedroom and didn't sleep very well. The
following day I phoned Ashley and told him about what happened. He said that
he had been wondering when the Enemy would show up. He told me to get rid of
the occult books and pictures in my room and to read Psalm 23 and Ephesians 6.
The room did feel better after I had removed a picture and thrown some books
away. That Wednesday the topic at Alpha was on evil. I had never felt so
uncomfortable in church. I wanted to run. I felt nauseous and angry and wanted
to leave immediately, but I did stay. (1995:153)
Later Ashley accompanied Lee on the Alpha weekend where Lee received the gift of the
Holy Spirit. He describes the moment he received the Holy Spirit, with Ashley at his
side:
Nicky asked the Holy Spirit to come and fill us while we were all standing up. He
said, "He's working around the room," and I heard and felt a blowing in my left
ear. About two minutes later my knees started to buckle and I collapsed into my
chair. I received the gift of tongues and by the end of the weekend I was full of
joy and love for everyone
My life was completely changed. I now look at
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this world through different eyes. I feel love for everyone and an inner peace that
I never imagined could .exist. (1995: 153-4)
In this instance, Ashley's smile and contagious joy had led Lee into the time and place
where he could encounter Ashley' s source of joy for himself. The focus was on
experience, not on rational explanations. Evangelistic relationships needn' t provide all
the answers.20 To paraphrase D. T. Niles, they need only show the way to where a
person' s hunger can be fed and their thirst quenched.
Conclusion
The importance of relationships in the construction of a faith culture is
unmistakable. Faith as trust in the message of the Gospel which allows people to
personally appropriate its promise and power for salvation is related to the person(s) who
render that message credible, and thereby trustworthy. Alpha is essentially a growing
circle of friends. What began with Nicky Lee and Gumbel has spread to include
hundreds of thousands of redemptive friendships. The Alpha course is essentially an
encapsulation of evangelistic friendships.

Evangelistic Friendships in Early Methodism and Alpha
Both Wesley and Millar and Gumbel were dependent on others for their own
spiritual breakthroughs. Of course, Wesley's initial breakthrough - justification by faith
and pastoral care by lay-led small groups - came by way ofB6hler and the Moravians.
Millar and Gumbel were mentored into the ministry of the Holy Spirit by Wimber and the
Vineyard movement. Though these insights and ministry models were indigenized, the
innovations were learned and adapted through trusted friends. In addition, these

20 George Hunter explains that many Christians already know many answers to seekers ' questions, and
answers they don't know can be found together in a mutually trusting friendship (2003: 190-94).
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friendships built a deep ecumenical indebtedness into their respective movements.
However committed to their Anglican roots, early Methodism and Alpha remained just as
indebted and open to the church Catholic. This shared horizon is the essential backdrop
to the variations of themes and emphases within the two evangelization processes.
For example, early Methodism and Alpha have different evangelistic starting
points. Whereas early Methodists began with an appeal to guilt and the judgement of
God as the basis for justification, the Alpha Course focuses more on meaninglessness and
.loneliness as the experiential core of people' s spiritual alienation. The reason for this is
largely contextual, not theological. Late twentieth and early twenty-first century preChristian westerners do not largely fear God; eighteenth century westerners did.
Tomkins' notes:
One thing to remember is the Christian world view of ordinary English people in
Wesley' s time. The vast majority of them were as confident and unquestioning of
the invisible reality of God, sin, judgment and the world to come as their
descendents today are of the invisible reality of, for example, human rights. Even
the Kingswood populace "so ignorant of the things of God that they could only be
compared to the beasts of the field" probably had a stronger sense of sin than
many 21 51_century Christians. The fact that they did not live lives in keeping with
their beliefs no more undermined them than the same thing undermines today's
belief in human rights. Rather, it created a people who knew that they were
sinners facing God's judgment, ready to respond greedily to the offer of salvation.
The Methodist emphasis on justification by faith opened a door to heaven for
those who despaired of meriting God's favour. (2003:84)
Early Methodists could proclaim that God's love and mercy were powerful antidotes to
sin and judgment, a message made credible by the "holiness and happiness" evident in
their lives. Likewise, people who come to faith on Alpha often mention the ability to ask
honest questions in welcoming, non-threatening environment. Over time, they come to
believe if Christians take their questions and concerns seriously maybe their God may.
The important matter is not the starting point of the evangelistic process (guilt or

124
confusion, fear or anomie) but that the Christian advocate takes the seeker' s point of
departure or concern as seriously as the seeker does.
This deep respect and concern for the seeker is why Crandall rightly calls
evangelism the "ultimate relational act." Not all good relationships are evangelistic. But
all good evangelism is, by definition, relational. This is because evangelism entails a call
to faith, an interpersonal trust in both the carrier and the cure. Crandall identifies several
characteristics of a good evangelistic friendship, what he terms a good "carrier." It is a
true friendship (as opposed to a utilitarian one). The friendship is not conditioned on
someone receiving Christ; nevertheless the friendship invariably introduces the other to
ones best friend, Jesus Christ. Evangelistic friendships also introduce friends to the
Christian community - other friends of Christ. Finally, evangelistic friendships are
grounded in intercession, joining Christ in his very own intercession for our friend
(Crandall 1999:139).
This is a rather thorough list. But this investigation into the function of
relationships in encapsulation can augment it in a significant way. In evangelistically
oriented relationships, people tend to be attracted to the unique way Christ's life is
manifested in believers' relations with one another. Jesus said it would be the nature of
Christian togetherness, in particular a love for one another that would reveal a
discipleship to him (John 13:34-35). Later in the same discourse, Jesus says he will no
longer refer to his disciples as "servants" but as "friends." Their common life has reconstituted their very identities (John 15:15). That is why Miquez-Bonino argues that
evangelism must be understood as a corporate activity more than an individual one.
The subjective consciousness is conceived as an individual and self-contained
reality. The "religious transaction" takes place in "an inner sanctuary," "alone
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with God" as is frequently said .... In the last analysis it is the individual soul that
is saved, sanctified, perfected. Fellowship is, at bottom, an externum subsidium.
Such ideas are to say the least, a fiction in the light of what we know today about
human psychology - the subconscious, symbols, ideological mechanisms.
Conscience (and self-consciousness) is not a "private area" but the focus of a
complex process which includes historical relations - relations in time and space.
Our self-consciousness is moulded by the social representations and the dominate
symbols of a society (or of groups within it). Our "hearing" of a "message" is
mediated by the "code" prevalent in our milieu. Any concrete "conversion" is a
response to a mediated challenge, in which there is a certain self-understanding
and a certain praxis already presupposed. (1983:329-30)
A Christian 's relationship with Christ is never solitary. Wesley needed a familial (not
merely a legal) relationship with Christ, and was guided into a more intimate relation
with Christ through Bohler and the Moravian brethren. Nicky Gumbel was drawn to
Christ through Nicky Lee and hi.s other friend's relationship to Christ at Oxford. Sandy
Millar was drawn to a deeper participation with Christ in John Wimber and the Vineyard
team. Likewise, the Wynans ached for the kind of marital relationship in Christ that the
Gumbel's shared. Relationships are crucial to evangelization not only because they
incarnate the potentialities of grace in a seeker' s life, but because they constitute the very
form of saving faith. A Christian' s relationship with Christ is never merely an I-Thou
relation. It is fundamentally a We-Thou relation.
But the evangelistic relationship is important for another reason. The relationship
itself is the bridge of faith that joins a person to God and the community of other
believers.21 The conversion stories related above all highlight the particular evangelistic
relationship. On one side of the relationship is the seeker. On the other side is Christ and
the community of faith, all those joined to Christ of which the friend is a vital member.
The relationship is the bridge from isolation into Christian community and from fear and

21

A theme made prominent by the research of Donald McGavran (1955).
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alienation to trust and reconciliation. The friend is the hand of Christ pulling one another
to himself.

CHAPTER 4
Ritual: Communing Faith

If relationships are the building blocks of a faith culture, then rituals function as
the architectural blueprint. Lewis Rambo poetically terms ritual as "the choreography of
the soul" (Rambo 1993 :113). As such, they are templates for relating. Rituals, and
understanding how to use them are critical in evangelization; they provide scripts and
blue prints for the construction of a new identity. As an identity script rituals "are
essential to the acquisition of Christian virtues" (Pickstock 2002: 18). In addition, ritual is
a form of knowing more holistic than rational, which helps seekers to embody and enact
the new identity which is being re-constructed in the evangelization process. Thus, ritual
needs to be understood in terms of its performance and should be differentiated from its
more generic sense of "saying things by doing things" (Wright 1999:5).
Some scholars view rituals as specific rites of passage that have a "once for all"
character to them as opposed to ceremonies which can be repeated (Malina 1993: 117).
According to this distinction, baptism or bar mitzvah would be construed as a ritual but
Eucharist and a Passover seder would be a ceremony. Other scholars don't make such a
distinction; ritual and ceremony are virtual synonyms.l However, all ritual theorists
understand rituals as a way of "saying things by doing things" - or - "meaning things by
doing things" (Wright 1997). Depending on their emphases, ritual theorists divide into
one of three camps: rituals that symbolize, express and perform. First are those like
Eliade, who see rituals in terms of belief systems or myths making sense of or
symbolizing cosmogonic events; how the world, gods, humans, or a peoples came into

I

Zahniser uses ritual and ceremony interchangeably (1997:72-90).
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being and continue their influence. In these terms, ritual is a celebrative re-enactment of
"world-making" events. A second group understands ritual in terms of its socialexplanatory power, like Clifford Geertz' s classic study of the Balinese cockfight. Geertz
clarifies the functional equivalence of the fighting cock with both the social and sexual
status of the male owner ("cock" works as a double entendre in Balinese like it does in
English). The cockfight expresses the male status within a highly stratified social
"pecking" order; it is "a Balinese reading of Balinese experience, a story they tell
themselves about themselves" (Geertz 2000:513). Yet a third group of ritual theorists
approach ritual as performance; it "is a mode of action taken by real and familiar people
to affect the lives of other real and familiar people" (Bowie 2000:159). This kind of
ritual is akin to theatre, except the goal is to transform rather than merely to entertain.
The ritual is performative - it not only says something by doing something, it helps
people improvise and modify the drama oflife they live.

In truth these analytic categories overlap in practice in many religious traditions,
not least of all Christianity. However, each perspective focuses on a different way in
which people say, mean or do things by doing things. Symbolists tend to look to the
transcendent or mysterious referent in ritual. Expressivists focus on the social or
interpersonal referent. Those who view ritual as performance focus instead on the
efficacious nature of the ritual; that is, ritual's transformative effect. Bell summarizes
these three approaches succinctly. According to her ritual can be viewed "as the
expression of paradigmatic values of death and rebirth; ritual as a mechanism for
bringing the individual into the community and establishing a social entity; or ritual as a
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process for social transfonnation, for catharsis, for embodying symbolic values, for
defining the nature of the real, or for struggling over control ofthe sign" (Bell 1997:89).
The approach to ritual taken here is indebted to all three perspectives, though stressing
ritual as a process of social transfonnation by means of inclusion into and expression of
transcendent meaning. It also utilizes Victor Turner's concept of communitas; the

unstructured, egalitarian, human relatedness which he saw as typical of the middle,
liminal stage ofa rite of passage (1969).2
This chapter examines primarily meal rituals - and in particular the Lord's meal
known as the AgapelEucharist. As Mary Douglas ' helpfully explains, ritual meals are
particularly common ways that people encode social relations. She writes: "If food is
treated as a code, the message it encodes will be found in the pattern of social relations .
being expressed. The message is about different degrees of hierarchy, inclusion and
exclusion, boundaries and transactions across boundaries.

Food categories therefore

encode social events" (Douglas 1975:249). Ritual meals encode a set of social
arrangements. They are able to leverage a particular social vision and agenda. They also
function as boundaries, excluding one kind of relation and enclosing another. Within that
boundary certain rules apply and a certain vision oflife pertains. For example, in ancient
Israel, these ritual regulations governing meals not only related the unity of God to the
unity of Israel; "they were concerned with the threat to Israel's holy calling from
marriages with outsiders. Foreign husbands and foreign wives led to false gods and
political defections" (Douglas 1975 :273).

2 Turner built on the ritual theory of van Gennep who identified three stages to rites of passage: a
movement from structure to anti-structure and back once more to structure (1969:94-95).
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All three evangelization processes - the catechumenate, early Methodism and
Alpha - revolve around a ritual meal. In these contexts rituals can become "threshold
events" for the convert. Rites don't have to be rote; they can actually encode and express
transcendent meaning and power. Indeed, the catechumenate found its ritual climax and
reason for being in the celebration of the Lord's meal and the transcendent reality and
social relations it encoded. In the tradition of the church this meal is variously known as
an Agape (meaning "love-feast"), Eucharist (meaning "thanksgiving"), Communion
(meaning "sharing"), or Mass (meaning "commissioning") (Wright 1999:35-37).

The Catechumenate: Preparing for Holy Communion
From its inception the Lord's meal was a ritual of profound social identity and
solidarity. The Lord's table-fellowship was that part of his ministry that was most
meaningful to his followers and most offensive to his critics (Chilton 2002:52-75). Why
so? Because Jesus had gone out of his way to create a fictive kinship, a surrogate family
that was gathered around the prophets' dream of a cleansed heart as mediated by him
rather than the erroneous traditions of a superior ethno-centric, nationalistic Israel. Jesus
said, "here are my mother and my brothers" as if to say, "not there" (Mark 3:34). It
encoded a very particular vision of life.
Furthermore, this new family was marked out by one of Jesus' signature features :
open table-fellowship with anyone who shared his agenda, who wanted to be allied with
his kingdom. Wright puts the meal into the context of Jesus' broader vision, thus
showing its actual significance:
Put together all the symbols we have outlined so far, and what do we get? We get
Jesus feasting with his motley group of followers, as a sign of their healing and
forgiveness; Jesus implying that those with him are the true Israel; Jesus enacting
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the real return from exile, the new exodus; Jesus marking his people out with a
new praxis which did for them what Torah did for the pre-eschatological Israel;
Jesus forming a counter-temple movement around himself. Ifwe were to attempt
to draw these pictures into one, the scene might look suddenly familiar. It might
consist of a young Jewish prophet, reclining at table with twelve followers,
celebrating a kind of Passover meal, constituting himself and them as the true
Israel, the people of the renewed covenant, and doing so in a setting and context
which formed a strange but deliberate alternative to the Temple. The symbols of
Jesus kingdom-announcement, in other words, come together in the upper room.
(Wright 1997:437)
Jesus' table-fellowship is generally regarded by New Testament scholars as
singularly significant and missionally suggestive. For example, Jeremias' words take on
rich meaning when applied to mission: "The inclusion of sinners in the community of
salvation, achieved in table-fellowship, is the most meaningful expression of the message
of the redeeming love of God" (1971:116). Indeed, some go so far as to say it was Jesus'
principle symbolic act of defiance against 2nd Temple Judaism and the new symbolic
center of the Church: "The table companionship practiced by Jesus thus recreated the
world, redrew all of society's maps and flow charts. Instead of symbolizing social rank
and order, it blurred the distinctions between hosts and guests, need and plenty. Instead
of reinforcing rules of etiquette, it subverted them, making the last first and the first last"
(Mitchell 1994:90). Chilton agrees. For Jesus, "eating was a way of enacting the
kingdom of God, of practicing the generous rule of the divine king. As a result, Jesus
avoided exclusive practices which divided the people of God from one another; he was
willing to accept as companions people such as tax agents and other suspicious characters
and to receive notorious sinners at table"(1997:53-54). Thus, within Jesus' ministry the
meal itself was not the culmination of initiation but rather its inception.

3

3 Since Jesus' ministry occurred within Israel one might surmise everyone had been "initiated" thus there
was no need for a further rite of initiation. This debate is not germane to my point, which is that post-
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From the days of Pentecost, baptism became the once-for-all rite of inclusion into
this radically re-ordered community (Johnson 1999: 11-31). The Lord's meal was no
longer the rite of inclusion but rather was intended to sustain "the communitas
experienced in baptism, in which divisions of role and status are replaced by the unity of
brothers and sisters in the new human.

"(Meeks 1983:159). Nevertheless, the

common meals mentioned in Acts and elsewhere in the New Testament were integral to
their identity.4 Yoder explains why:
This common meal was no innovation; it was merely the resumption of the way
they had been living together with Jesus for months .... The common meal had not
been an innovation, but a fulfillment of long-standing expectations when the
roving band of Jesus and his disciples shared their bread. The story of manna in
the desert had been at the very beginning of the Hebrew liberations experience.
Provision for the periodic leveling of the jubilee was at the heart of the Mosaic
provisions for making God's ownership of the land real. When Jesus" cousin and
forerunner John was asked by his hearers how to be ready for the coming
kingdom, he told them to share their clothing and their food (Luke 3: 10-11).
Jesus' first temptation in the desert was to make bread. His largest reported
audience in the Gospel had been the crowd of thousand whom he fed in the desert,
resulting in the clearest affirmation of his messianic calling up to that point. The
centrality of the common meal as what the disciples did together continues into
the apostolic age. (2001: 17 [emphasis added])
As a missionary movement into a new cultural context, the church struggled with
issues of contextualization and acculturation. Thus, early on in the movement when the
Lord's meal became (not surprisingly) too enculturated with Greco-Roman meal etiquette
and customs, as it apparently did in Corinth, which in turn mirrored and reinforced the
stratification of Greco-Roman society, the Apostle Paul urged the more wealthy and
offending members to have their private meal (idion deipon) at home (1 Corinthians

11 :17-34). The Lord's Supper segment provides Paul with "ritual leverage against
resurrection community began baptism as the rite of initiation into the community that was then sustained
by the Lord's table-fellowship.
4 Cf. Luke 8, Acts 2, 6, 15, and I Corinthians 8, 10-11, where much of the controversy surrounding the
early Christian movement related to table fellowship.

133

economic segregation" within the community (Yoder 2001 :22). Furthermore, what Paul
began as a prudential measure, to ensure the egalitarian and eschatological nature of the
Lord's meal, initiated the first of a series of "disengagements" that affected the nature of
the meal itself (Witherington 1997:84-104).
However, Hippolytus, writing in the third century, still keeps the two meals
linked.5 Therefore, the disengagement of the Agape from the Eucharist was neither
complete nor universal by the third century. Furthermore, the presence of catechumens is
clearly acknowledged and their conduct specifically regulated in this meal:
When he eats in the company of other believers, they shall take from the hand of
the bishop a single fragment of bread, before anyone breaks the bread which is in
front of him. For that is a blessing and not the eucharist, as is the body of the
Lord. It is proper that all, before they drink, should take a cup and give thanks
over it and in this manner to drink and to eat with purity. Exorcized bread and a
cup should be given to catechumens. A catechumen shall not sit at the Lord's
Supper. But throughout every meal the one who eats should be mindful of the
one who invited him; for this reason he was asked to come under the other' s roof.
(2001 :137, 142)
There is much in this passage debated by liturgical scholars. 6 But this much is
uncontested: the Eucharist was still conducted in a larger meal setting, often in the home
of Christians. Whenever a catechumen was present, she could participate in the larger
meal but not the Lord's Supper or Eucharist. In other words, Paul's admonition to the
Corinthians was not taken as a universal law to be enforced irrespective of context and
situation. Nevertheless, one does see important distinctions and differentiation clearly in
place. But one also sees the Eucharist being celebrated in the context of a larger
fellowship meal - or - Agape.
5 Hippolytus most likely represents a liturgical "school" of thought or tradition, and his handbook a highly
redacted "living document" - not at all unusual for a liturgical document. Thus it is perhaps more accurate
rd
nd
to say that Hippolytus preserved the liturgical traditions of Rome as they emerged in the 2 and 3
centuries. See the helpful essay and commentary by Stewart-Sykes (2001).
6 See Steward-Sykes commentary on this passage (2001: 138-43).
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During the third century another disengagement transpired. In the context of the
Church' s battle with various anti-Jewish and Gnostic forces, the Jewish "sacrificial"
nature of the meal began to dominate, and even, eclipse its eschatological and
doxological nature. As Jungmann explains:
This changed the picture of the Mass quite considerably, for now the gift:, the
oblation, the sacrifice, stood out much more strongly than had been the case
hitherto, when only prayers of thanksgiving were given any emphasis. Now the
stress is on the oblation, even the material oblation.
It is, therefore, not
accidental that about the same time also there was a change in the name for the
celebration. During the first and second century, the favorite name for the
Christian celebration was Eucharistia. But now the term oblation or sacrificium
is preferred. (Jungmann 1959:117)
By the 4th century, when the catechumenate was fully utilized, the Lord's Supper was a
separate, sacrificial rite, fully disengaged from the "family meal" which had been its
original setting. Furthermore, it was seen more and more as a sacrifice done by priests,
the bread and wine becoming the body and blood of Jesus. The overall change effected
by these disengagements is arresting. One liturgical scholar suggests the new focus on
the food (bread and wine) initiated another kind of transubstantiation - the very nature
and focus of the meal was

ch~ged.

When this happened, the full action of the meal was

rendered superfluous and the 'presence of the Lord' came to be more directly attached to
the food itself, the ritual elements of bread and wine. A shift: occurred from emphasis on
community dining to an emphasis on ritual food (Johnson 1999:33-89).
The catechumenate was designed, in part, to prepare converts for the proper
decorum and dispositions for partaking the eucharist. For it, not baptism, was the
climactic rite of initiation - the telos to which it allIed (Yarnold 1994:40). The goal of
initiation was continuation which found its fulfillment in a repeatable feast. The
catechumenate was a long appetizer wetting appetites for Lord's meal. Mystagogy, the
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final, post-catechesis stage of the catechumenate, was specifically designed to instruct the
baptized on the meaning of the sacraments and, in particular, the eucharist (Jungmann
1959:5-6). Like the Apostle Paul, the church was still concerned to preserve the

communitas established in baptism, however disconnected the eucharist had become from
an actual family meal which embodied that communitas. The example of Augustine
illustrates this commitment.
Augustine the Catechumen
After a year and one half of formal catechism, Augustine was baptized at the
Easter Vigil, the night of April 24-25, 387 (Harmless 1995:98). The Vigil and the
following Easter week were the climactic events of the catechumenate. Augustine and
his fellow catechumens would have experienced three initiatory rites - baptism,
confirmation and eucharist. When they emerged from the baptismal waters, bishop
Ambrose would have washed their feet. They would have continued to wear their
baptismal robes and gather each day to hear Ambrose explain the sacraments. For
example, Ambrose interpreted the unique Milanese rite of having washed the feet of the
baptized "not only as an imitation of the humility Jesus demonstrated at the Last Supper;
he also saw it as a way of cleaning out the venom left by Satan, the serpent whose bite
had caused Adam to trip and fall" (Harmless 1995:102). This kind of teaching was
characteristic of the Mystagogy; a typological and pastoral explanation of ritual. One
Ambrose scholar explains the intended effect:

In order to preserve in faith and live as Christians in the world, the neophytes
need to understand and experience their transformation. Seeing the mystogogical
encounter as an opportunity for the Spirit to bring the newly baptized to this
fuller, deeper level, Ambrose crafted his sermons by using a catechetical style,
recreating the experience of initiation, and speaking for the newly baptized as
well as to them in order to create a dialogue not only between bishop and
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congregation but between heaven and earth, between Christ and his Church.
(Satterlee 2002: 143)
The week of Easter, characterized by role reversal (having one' s feet washed by
the bishop), status leveling (all dressed in robes), and conversational preaching in the
context of a caring community, created an environment of profound communitas, a
foretaste of the heavenly banquet. In the Confessions Augustine reminisces about his
experience of salvation during baptismal week, especially how moved he was by the
musIC:
We were baptized, and disquiet about our past life vanished from us. During
those days I found an insatiable and amazing delight in considering the profundity
of your purpose for the salvation of the human race. How I wept during your
hymns and songs. I was deeply moved by the music ofthe sweet chants of your
Church. The sounds flowed into my ears and the truth was distilled in my heart.
This caused the feelings of devotion to overflow. Tears ran, and it was good for
me to have that experience. The Church at Milan had begun only a short time
before to employ this method of mutual comfort and exhortation. (1991: 164)
Indeed, Ambrose had just introduced Eastern-style antiphonal chants into the
Church's worship, whose melodies the people found enthralling. Their Trinitarian lyrics
had initially commended themselves as useful pedagogical devices with which to battle
the Arians. Ambrose found them to be a simple and effective means ofteaching Nicene
Orthodoxy to common folk in order to steel their witness. But its melodies were
hauntingly beautiful and he realized it worked their message deeply into the
consciousness ofthe neophytes, as it did Augustine. Not surprisingly Augustine would
follow Ambrose's lead and use melodic music, sacred rhetoric and pastoral ritual to reenact communitas around the Lord's Supper (Harmless 1995 :99).
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Augustine ' s Catechumenate
Augustine followed the typical four-fold process of the catechurnenate: inquirers
(interested and instructed in the Christian story), catechumens (hearers - at the liturgy of
the word), competentes (petitioners - i.e. for baptism) and mystagoes (initiates into the
mystery of full communion).7 The entire ritual process climaxed in Communion.
Incorporation into the family ended at the family table. In other words, Augustine' s
catechurnenate was not merely an exercise in indoctrination. Rather, it was a whole
complex of ascetical and ritual exercises designed to apprentice people into the Christian
community and way oflife (Harmless 1999:145). Two ritual exercises were particularly
instrumental: making the sign of the cross and acts of self-denial.
First, during the catechumenate proper hearers would attend the liturgy of the
word but be forbidden to attend the liturgy of the table. They would normally be escorted
out by their sponsors just after the sermon, to both honor the mystery and increase their
mystique (Didache 9.5 and Apostolic Tradition 21). Augustine gives the following
rationale for adopting this practice: "The sacraments of the faithful are not divulged to
them

that they may be more passionately desired by them, they are honorably

concealed from their view" (translated in Harmless 1999:147). Thus within the liturgy
itself, the ministry of the word was open but the liturgy of the table was highly bounded.
Augustine engaged the "hearers" or catechumens in his sermons, often by name,
exhorting them to take further steps of commitment and progress towards the bounded set
of full communion. He often exploited his great skill as an orator, drawing on all sorts of
rhetorical strategies - rhymes, metaphors, paradoxes and analogies of faith - to drive

7 This is not the place for a full treatment of Augustine's approach to catechizing. Chapter six will examine
Augustine's catechurnenal rhetoric as this chapter examines the ritual aspects.
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home the need to progress towards baptism. We saw earlier that when one became a
catechumen the sign of the cross was placed on their forehead . Sometimes the ranks of
catechumens would swell as people put off baptism and full inclusion. Augustine warned
them the initial rites were not an amulet; their power only be claimed by full Christian
initiation. Such is the pretext for the following exhortation. "Many

find it easy to

have Christ's sign on their forehead, yet do not hospitably take Christ' s word into their
heart. Friends, I have said - and I repeat - Christ's sign evicts the usurper [i.e. the devil]
only if our hearts have Christ as lodger" (translated in Harmless 1995 :227). In the liturgy
of the word, Augustine spoke to the whole household of Christ, catechumen and faithful
alike. Thus, the signing of the cross was an inclusive rite and symbolized the call to
conversion. According to Augustine only bearing Christ in their heart validated this sign
on their foreheads. "We are Christian people.

And if Christians, then necessarily, by

the very name, people belonging to Christ. We should carry his sign upon our foreheads;
and we do not blush about this if we also carry it in our hearts" (translated in Harmless
1995:228). This season of encapsulation prior to full inclusion was critical. It gave the
catechumen time to explore the meaning and crave the experience of Christian
communion.
During this time Augustine also encouraged ascetic exercises. They often
attended all night prayer vigils, fasted and were expected to give alms to the poor. These
exercises were often enjoined on the catechumen as she advances into the competentes the period of intense preparation during Lent which concluded with Baptism on the
Easter Vigil. 8 lfthe rites created solidarity with other Christians as they bonded to

8 They were also instructed in the Lord's Prayer and the Creed at this time. However, these will be
discussed in the chapter on rhetoric.
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corporate meaning, the ascetic exercises were intended to create solidarity with Christ. It
was especially in the face of the poor that the catechumen encountered God. Augustine
warns : "If a farmer is not justified in seeking a harvest when he knows he has sowed no
seed, how much more unreasonably does one who has refused to hear the petition of the
poor seek a generous response from God? For in the person of the poor, the God who
experiences no hunger wishes to be fed" (cited in Harmless 1999: 148). Such solidarity is
a key to Augustine's scriptural hermeneutic.9 The catechumenate was designed to create
a culture where the way of Christ became contagious. Augustine's catechumenate was a
long apprenticeship into the life of Christ, a life ingested in the rite of communion which
was shared for the life of the world.
Conclusion
In the process of preparing people to partake of the Lord's meal a couple of

disengagements had transpired. First, the Eucharist was disengaged from its original
setting as the final portion of a larger family meal, much like the Passover from which it
originated. Because the Lord's meal could be used to reinforce the very social
arrangements it was intended to displace as it did in Corinth, Paul himself initiated the
differentiation which later became a full-blown disengagement (Witherington 1997).
That is, the ritualistic words and actions of Jesus over the bread and wine within a family
meal became, over time, a distinct rite. This distinction corrected the earlier abuse of
some of the wealthy members of the Corinthian church by having them eat their meals at
home. But as the ritual words became separate rites, the fuller significance of the meal

Augustine's hermeneutical key lie in these two texts: "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me" and "as you
have done it to the least of one of these you have done it to me." Christ's solidarity with his church and the
poor is the horizontal horizon within which the Bible is interpreted (pollman 1999:427-28). This is
explored more fully in chapter six.
9
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was obscured. The whole context of an egalitarian table fellowship, and the radical reordering of status and society it entailed was slipping out of consciousness. To what
degree was the catechumenate bringing the community aspect of the Lord' s meal back to
an experience of communitas - a real Holy Communion?

Early Methodism' s Love Feast: Putting Community Back into Communion
Early Methodism brought a Eucharistic revival as well as an evangelical revival
(Chilcote 2004:81). In his Thoughts Upon Methodism, Wesley recounts the beginnings
of Methodism with a group of Oxford students who "were distinguished only by their
constant attendance on the church and sacrament" (WJW9:527). However, the
revivifying of sacramental life was not merely in terms of frequency but in terms also of
its authenticity. 10 The authenticity of early Methodist eucharistic piety lay in its recovery
of the communitas of communion. This happened in part by means of situating
eucharistic spirituality in its original context of the love-feast and apostolic koinonia.
Baker comments:
For many Methodists, indeed, sacramental spirituality was a by-product of the
rich and vigorous fellowship into which they had been introduced.
[T]hey had
a sense of belonging to a true family of God in their Methodist society.
Other
forms of specifically Methodist worship increased their self-identification, though
emphasis upon these observances never approached the singularity of a Quaker
·concern.' Such was the love feast, borrowed from the Moravians.
(Baker
1970:86-87)

10 In an interesting twist on dissent, a principal reason for Wesley's "irregular" ordinations was so that the
Methodists would have free and open access to the sacrament, "since Methodists were being expelled from
the altars by an appreciable number of clergy . .. " (Tripp 1987:278). Thus the love-feast of early
Methodism, in the context of its general sacramental character, is at the root of its growth and eventual
separation from the established Church.
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Brief History
The love feast refers to the agape, a religious meal that provided the context of
the Eucharist in the apostolic and sub-apostolic churches (cf. Jude 12, Didache 9-10).
The classic New Testament reference was 1 Corinthians 11: 17-34, as discussed above.
Ignatius mentions the love feast in his letters to the church in Smryna and Tertullian
makes mention of it in his Apology (Cole 1916:67-81). Gradually it had become a charity
supper, however, and ultimately fell into decay and disrepute in the late fourth century.
However, St. Chrysostom, (ca. 347-407), spoke of it wistfully as "a custom most
beautiful and most beneficial; for it was a supporter of love, a solace of poverty, and a
discipline of humility" (quoted in Baker 1957:9). Nevertheless, after Cyprian, the Bishop
of Carthage (d. 287), the connection between the Eucharist and the love feast was almost
entirely lost in the Western church (Cross 1983:23).
The love feast was disconnected but not dead. Relics of it can be found in
sections of the Eastern Orthodox Church and among the Christians of St. Thomas in
South India. There is a faint survival of it in the Maundy Thursday service in the Church
of England and in Evening Prayer (Hatchett 1980:88, 134,291). The same was true for
Europe generally until 1727, when it was spontaneously introduced by the Moravians "as
a common meal for social intercourse and religious rejoicing" (Baker 1957:9). At first
the meal was of a private, intimate character. It was held on special occasions and in .
someone's home with few in attendance. But the Moravians soon realized its potential
for recovering the fellowship of the apostolic church. They also recognized its apostolic
precedent and took care to prevent the abuses that had originally caused its

142
discontinuance. Thus they kept the meal simple, using baked bread and tea or water
(Towlson 1957:209-10).
Moravian missionaries and emigrants took the rediscovered custom to America,
and it was in Savannah that John Wesley was introduced to it (Baker 1970:51). He was
deeply impressed, as evident in his Journal entry for August 8, 1737: "After Evening
Prayers we joined with the Germans in one of their Love-feasts. It was begun and ended
with thanksgiving and prayer, and celebrated in so decent and solemn manner as a
Christian of the apostolical age would have allowed to be worthy of Christ." (WJW
18:537)
After Wesley's evangelical conversion his interest in the love feast, not
surprisingly, only increased. He had further opportunities to participate in love feasts
during his lengthy pilgrimage to Hermhut and other Moravian and Pietist centers. When
he returned to the Fetter Lane society, which he helped establish, it is significant that
three-hour, monthly love feasts were established in the rules of the society (Baker
1957:10). The January 1, 1739 gathering, in which the "seven till ten in the evening" rule
was severely exceeded, was particularly memorable to Wesley:
Mr. Hall, Kinchin, Ingham, Whitefield, Hutchings, and my brother Charles were
present at our love-feast in Fetter Lane, with about sixty of our brethren. About
three in the morning, as we were continuing instant in prayer, the power of God
came mightily upon us, insomuch that many cried out for exceeding joy, and
many fell to the ground. As soon as we were recovered a little from that awe and
amazement at the presence of his majesty, we broke out with one voice, "We
praise thee, 0 God; we acknowledge thee to be the Lord." (WJW 19:29)
It is important to note that during the fortnight prior, Wesley received the

Eucharist daily. Thus the love feast augmented rather than replaced his prior HighChurch sacramental piety. This augmentation remained a constant feature of early
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Methodist piety throughout the eighteenth century (Baker 1957:17-47). But it is also
important to note that neither Zinzendorfnor Wesley ever overtly re-connected the love
feasts to the Eucharist. They remained separate rites and meals. The highly sacramental
nature of the Eucharist, its relative infrequency in eighteenth century Church of England,
and the fact that its administration required an ordained priest or Bishop insured they
would be kept separate in a lay movement like early Methodism. The love-feast was not
sacramental, at least in the way the word would have been understood in the eighteenth
century. The exact nature of the augmentation requires further investigation in order to
understand its nature and function within Methodism.
Function within Methodism
The importance of the love feast to early Methodism is seen more clearly viewed
within the context of its function within the larger Methodist society structure, as well as
its function in the lives of Methodist believers. In terms of the meal itself, the love feast
had a set but flexible order. It usually included an opening hymn, prayer, sung grace,
distribution of biscuits and water (or tea), collection for the poor, an address by the
presiding minister, testimonies, and spontaneous hymns and prayers, all of which was
concluded with a hymn and benediction. 11 However, essential to the love feast was the
balanced combination of three elements: "a token meal, a measure of spontaneity in
sharing spiritual matters with one another, and a liturgical pattern that links the

II According to Ruth, in America "[t]he love feast itself was little changed from its British roots.
Generally, Americans conceived of the love feast as having essentially two parts, the food ritual and the
testimonials. . . . The important exception to the typical British order was the location of the collection.
Whereas descriptions of British love feasts locate the collection between food distribution and testimonials,
in America the collection occurred at the end of the testimonials. One consequence of this ... is that
Americans frequently used the collection as the point to fuse administration of the Lord's Supper to the
love feast. In those instances the love feast was said to have closed with the sacrament (2000: 105-106
[emphasis added)).
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participants to the past but adapts to the changing needs of the present" (Chilcote
2003 :176).
Initially the love feast served as a celebration for all band members: those who
were assured of forgiveness and seeking a deeper communion with God and one another.
They were originally conducted monthly but evolved into annual and momentous
celebrations within Methodist societies. It was sacramental in its feeling but did not
require clerical administration. The meal involved a common loaf often passed hand to
hand and a "loving cup" with two handles to pass the drink in a similar fashion to the
bread. For the participants, the love feast often became the place where their deepest and
most profound experience of koinonia occurred (Baker 1957:25-40).
The love feast built liminality into the ecclesiastical structure of early Methodism.
It functioned both as the climax of the class meeting as well as an entrance rite into the
band; it was the "anti-structure" liminal space between the class (separation) and band
meeting (re-incorporation). At the heart of love feast was the testimony, which was
spontaneous. This required sensitive management for it was not always easy to
distinguish the movement of the Holy Spirit from human need. Nevertheless, these
moments of shared confession and praise created a profound experience of eschatological
communitas which could not be squelched with out destroying its very nature. In the

experience of radical openness to the Holy Spirit, it is not surprising that many people
received the grace of God. It seems people became more afraid of not experiencing
God's love than they were of appearing foolish. This dramatic account of a love feast
from Wesley's 1787 Journal is reminiscent of the early years of Methodism:
The love-feast followed, but such a one as I have not known for many years.
While the two or three first spoke, the power of God so fell upon all that were
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present, some praying and others giving thanks, that their voices could scarce be
heard. And two or three were speaking at a time, till I gently advised them to
speak one at time, and they did so with amazing energy. Some of them had found
peace a year ago, s.ome within a month or a week, some within a day or two, and
one ofthem, a potter's boy told us, 'At the prayer-meeting, I found myself
dropping into hell; and I cried to the Lord, and he showed me he loved me. But
Satan came immediately and offered me a gag of money as long as my arm, but I
said, "Get thee behind me, Satan.'" Several also testified that the blood of Christ
had cleansed them from all sin. Two declared, after bitter cries, that they knew
their sins were just then blotted out by the blood of the Lamb. And I doubt not
but it will be found upon inquiry, that several more were either justified or
sanctified. (WJW24 :13)
The class meetings were designed to climax at the love feast whereas the band meetings
were designed to continue the eschatological communitas experienced in the love feast.
A class or band ticket, which demonstrated faithfulness to the early Methodist
rule of life and fellowship, was the only entrance requirement. So those who had
faithfully attended their classes, whether or not they had come to an assurance of
salvation, were allowed entrance upon showing their ticket. For those who were assured
of saving faith, the love feast became their admission into the bands. Much like the band
meetings, some love feasts were meetings restricted by gender and marital status. Since
the love feasts functioned as both an entrance rite into a band it is important to review
their nature and function within early Methodism.
Essentially, the bands were the confessional component within Methodism,
providing a less structured but more intense exchange than the class meeting allowed.
They were, in effect, a Protestant corporate confessional (Watson 1985: 116-17, Snyder
1980:37-38). Because of their intimate, self-disclosing nature it was necessary for the
bands to be based on gender and marital status. As a male member, for example, one
could imagine the difficulty in confessing an extra-marital fantasy to another brother.
However, confessing one's temptations in the company of sisters would be downright
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mortifying! In A Plain Account o/the People Called Methodists, Wesley clarifies the
essential nature and link between the love feast and band meetings:
In compliance with their [those who had been forgiven] desire, I divided them
into smaller companies; putting the married or single men and married or single
women together. The chief rules of these bands (that is, little companies; so that
old English word signifies) runs thus: "In order to 'confess our faults one to
another', and pray one for another that we may be healed, we intend (1) To meet
once a week at least. (2) To come punctually at the hour appointed. (3) To begin
with singing or prayer. (4) To speak each of us in order, freely and plainly, the
true state of our soul, with the faults we have committed in thought, word, or
deed, and the temptations we have felt since our last meeting. (5) To desire some
person among us (thence called a leader) to speak his own state first, and then to
ask the rest, in order, as many and as searching questions as may be, concerning
their state, sins, and temptations.
In order to increase in them a grateful sense of all His mercies, I
desired that, one evening in a quarter, all the men in band, on a second all
the women, would meet, and on a third both men and women together;
that we might together 'eat bread', as the ancient Christians did, 'with
gladness and singleness of heart' At these love-feasts (so we termed
them, retaining the name as well as the thing which was in use from the
beginning) our food is only a little plain cake and water. But we seldom
return from them without being fed, not only with the 'meat which
perisheth' , but with 'that which endureth to everlasting life.' (WJW9:26768)

As can be seen here, Wesley originally regarded the love feasts as both entrance
and extension of the band fellowship, and thus highly bounded. Why? From the earliest
days of Christianity, as we have seen, the love feast was a vulnerable rite which invited
abuse. The participants within the love feast were also vulnerable. It was against this
background that Wesley strictly regulated it - safeguarding both the fellowship and its
good name. For instance, class leaders and local preachers played prominent roles in the
spiritual leadership of Methodism, but Wesley did not entrust the love feast to them.
They were kept strictly under the supervision of the Assistant or Superintendent
Ministers, who reported directly to Wesley (Baker 1957:33).
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Prior to December 9, 1759 only band members were admitted to love feasts.
Tyerman explains: "Hitherto none had been admitted to Methodist love-feasts except the
members of the bands, that is, persons who were justified; now the members of the
classes, that is, persons who were penitent, were allowed to join in the same privilege of
Christian fellowship and to evince brotherly affection by taking together 'a little plain
cake and water'" (cited in WJW 21 :236). When the love feast was extended to the all
society members, it remained a highly coveted privilege, with admission by class or band
tickets only. By this time it also had assumed the character of initiatory rite, becoming
the occasion of admitting members from classes into bands, and in some instances,
providing the occasion for individuals to enter into either a justifying or sanctifying faith
(Watson 1985:120). This more overt evangelistic function is displayed in Wesley's
accounts in which he often documents people who came into a deeper experience faith,
which he seems comfortable not differentiating.
Twenty four months after the first general love feast in London, Wesley records
another:
We had a comfortable love-feast, at which several declared the blessings they had
found lately. We need not be careful by what name to call them, while the thing
is beyond dispute. Many have, and many do daily experience an unspeakable
change. After being deeply convinced of inbred sin, particularly pride, anger,
self-will, and unbelief, in a moment they feel all faith and love: no pride, no selfwill, or anger. And from that moment they have continual fellowship with God,
always rejoicing, praying, and giving thanks. Whoever ascribes such change to
the devil, I ascribe it to the Spirit of God. And I say, let whoever feels it wrought,
cry to God that it may continue, which it will ifhe walks closely with Godotherwise it will not. (WJW21:344)
The love feast was thus often a "threshold event" incorporating the people called
Methodists into ever deepening experiences of faith, hope and love.
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The highly bounded nature of the feast served its primary function:
encapsulating grace. Much of Methodism, such as the class meeting for example,
was a centered set of relationships designed to invite and welcome people into a
new awareness of God's grace and power. But not so with the love feasts and
bands, which were highly bounded. 12 As a closed group within early Methodism,
love feasts were designed to protect and enhance the quality of the fellowship of
its members. This highly encapsulated meeting was noted for spiritual intensity
and authenticity. An attentive observer would notice at least two significant
features. And the participant would most often, over measurable time, experience
two redemptive effects. The features and effects will be examined in tandem.
Distinctive Features. The love feasts were egalitarian gatherings, where, in
principle, anyone could speak. Even though highly bounded (by spiritual qualifications),
it was very possible to see all ages, genders and classes of people in an early Methodist
th

love feast. Wesley' s egalitarian meetings stood out all the more because 18 century
"English society was a pyramid, with few at the top and many on the bottom" (Porter
1991 :48). Early Methodism flattened rather than inverted the pyramid. Inequities of
class, rank, wealth and gender were nowhere more clearly rectified than in the love feast.
All kinds of people who might not normally associate together, could now be seen eating
from a common loaf and drinking from a shared cup. This would be an unusual sight in
stratified Georgian England, to say the least.
A second distinctive feature was the testimony. This was the focal point, the
spiritual 'sharing ' to which the taking of food and drink together was the symbolic
12 Centered set groups and relationships are organized toward a telos; bounded groups are detennined by an
ethos and logos. In Methodism both kinds of groups were utilized, the bounded groups designed to
preserve and deepen the gains of those experienced in the centered groups.

149
prelude. "Testimony was the heart and core of the love feast in Methodist practice"
(Chilcote 2003 : 177). And because of its egalitarian nature anyone present could speak to
their experience of God. The following account and explanation from Wesley's Journal
is illustrative.
I hastened back to the love-feast at Birstall. It was the first of the kind which had
been there. Many were surprised when I told them, ' The very design of a lovefeast is a free and familiar conversation, in which every man, yea, and woman,
has liberty to speak whatever may be to the glory of God.' Several then did
speak, and not in vain: the flame ran from heart to heart. Especially while one
was declaring with all simplicity the manner wherein God, during the morning
sermon (on those words, 'I will : be thou clean'), had set her soul at full liberty.
Two men also spoke to the same effect, and two others who found peace with
God. We then joyfully poured out our souls before God and praised him for his
marvelous works. (WJW21 :336)
Two further points merit elaboration. As this journal entry makes clear, the people of
Birstall were surprised by Wesley' s explanation of the love feast, either by its
confessional ("free and familiar conversation") or its egalitarian ("in which every man,
yea, and woman, has liberty to speak") nature, or both. The surprise underlines its
peculiar nature. Second, Wesley tells of a women' s testimony which encouraged others
to testify of a similar spiritual breakthrough, illustrating that the love feast effectively
democratize access to the sacred.
Another feature of the testimonies was their unstudied eloquence. Common,
unpolished people were giving powerful expression to the grace of God. Entries in
Wesley's Journal often comment on this feature. At Axminister in 1777, he notes: "I
have seldom heard people speak with more honesty and simplicity than many did at the
love-feast which followed. I have not seen a more unpolished people than these; but love
supplies all defects. It supplies all the essentials of good breeding, without the help of a
dancing-master" (WJW23:31) . Similarly, he records ofa London love feast on Sunday,
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February 6, 1785 : "I could not but observe the manner wherein several of them spoke one
after another. Not only the matter, but the language, the accent, the tone of voice,
wherewith illiterate persons, men and women, young and old, spoke, where such as a
scholar need not be ashamed of. 'Who teacheth like him?'" (WJW23 :342-43).1 3 Or
again at Redruth a few months later, Wesley writes: "At our love-feast in the evening,
several of our friends declared how God had saved them from inbred sin, with such
exactness both of sentiment and language as clearly showed they were taught of God

[italics added)" (WJW 24:375). The eloquence gave expression of authentic experience or at the very least a deeply felt one.
This was the most significant distinctive feature of the love feast: people testifying
freely to their encounter of the living God. Wesley describes a typical love-feast in

London on February 18, 1750 in just these terms. "Today, likewise, wherever we
assembled together, God causes his power to be known, but particularly at the love-feast"
(WJW20:321).

Distinctive Effects. Eating a common meal, however Spartan, encoded a common
ideal. The love feast enabled early Methodists to recognize one another in a new,
transcendent light. The love feast functioned as a "threshold place," encouraging and
guiding awakened, penitent or justified Christians into a deeper assurance and the
freedom of grace. 14 Early Methodists were much concerned that the doctrines of grace
were not only understood and accepted but experienced, felt and validated through

13 The editors concur, commenting on this entry: "Humanly speaking, one may suppose that the redemptive
effect of many Methodist conversions consisted in their making people articulate in spiritual matters who
had not previously been articulate about anything ... . The love-feast with its personal testimonies
afforded every opportunity for both the use and abuse of this gift" (WJW23:343).
14 "Threshold place" is described by Christine Pohl as an interim or liminal space or event of hospitality for
those making their way into Christian community (1999:92-98).
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community. Ruth explains: "Simply put, Methodists believed that the quality of
fellowship that they frequently experienced in their restricted rituals was nothing less
than a foretaste of the quality of life in heaven itself. That was why it was important to
hold worship segregated from the nonmembers: it was there that heaven was most vividly
revealed among them" (Ruth 2000: 104).
They were indeed brothers and sisters in Christ, the new Adam and Eve, heirs of
the Kingdom of God. Each had a special place and story to share. The testimonies,
which were open to all, gave voice to their new eschatological identity; yet an identity
shaped and encoded by the effects of their Methodist encapsulation. Wesley describes a
love feast in Lewisham where the testimonies were not as eloquent but still reinforced the
communal identity. He writes, "We had a happy love-feast at the chapel. Many of our
brethren spoke plainly and artlessly what God had done for their souls. I think none were
offended, but many were strengthened and comforted" (WJW21 :309). Strengthened and
comforted, indeed. Wesley continues to document how the Methodist society in
Lewisham became full of miss ionaI devotion and spiritual fervor. For instance, he met
with one group where a female member convulsed and "soon after sunk to the floor.
After a violent struggle, she burst out into prayer, which was quickly changed into praise.
She then declared, 'The Lamb of God has taken away all my sins'" (WJW 21 :309). Two
days later Wesley writes, "I met again with those who believe God has delivered them
from the root ofbittemess. Their number increases daily. I know not if fifteen or sixteen
have not received the blessing this week" (WJW21 :309). Testimonies both confirmed
and catalyzed spiritual experience. Thus, Ruth explains that "testimonies at love feasts
seemed to serve a specific role of reawakening participants to a sense of their

152
distinctiveness as a church body, and leading them to recommit themselves to Methodist
spirituality and mission" (Ruth 2000: 111).
Conclusion
The Methodist love feast revived that ancient Agape, a rite symbolizing the
communion of Christians horizontally with one another and vertically with their Lord.
However, unlike the Agape of the early church, the early Methodist"love feast was not
closely tied to the Eucharist, for reasons mentioned above. Though Wesley sometimes
celebrated them closely together, and even conflates the terminology, the Methodist love
feast was a distinct rite, celebrated separately from the Lord's Supper or Holy
Communion (Baker 1957:65).15
What did this ritual meal encode? And how did it function? It encoded the
marriage supper of the Lamb. 16 It was an eschatological feast where people were made
one by being filled by the love of God. The testimonies were central in the love feast
because they gave voice to this eschatological reality. Men, women, boys, girls, slave
and free, could give voice to experience oflove's liberation.
Regardless of its distinctive qualities, the love feast functioned similarly to the
ancient Agape in that it recreated an environment where true Eucharist (thanksgiving,
gratitude for grace) could be made. Both were hospitable meals that dissolved social
differences and relational distance. Both were "threshold events" which limned Christian
seekers into deeper communion with Christ and one another (Pohl 1999:95). Thus, early

15 In A Plain Account o/the People called Methodists (1748), Wesley interprets Acts 2:46 ("breaking bread
. .. with gladness and singleness of heart") as a reference to the Agape, but in his Explanatory Notes upon
the New Testament (1755) he takes it as a reference to the Lord's Supper (Baker 1957:64-65). His sermon
"The Duty of Constant Conununion" uses Lord's Supper, Conununion and the Sacrament interchangeably
but never in reference to the love feast (WJW3 :427439). However, this sermon was written in 1732 before
Wesley had been introduced to the love feast by the Moravians.
16 I am not aware of Wesley making this direct a link.
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Methodism was a eucharistic revival, but not for reasons normally given (Chilcote
2004:83-85). It is true that Wesley communed thirty times more often than the average
Church of England minister or member. But the nature of the Wesleyan eucharistic
revival had more to do with authenticity than frequency. According to their accounts,
early Methodists were people who loved to gather around the Lord's table, in both forms .
The love feast brought communitas back into Communion, making the Eucharist all the
more an occasion for thanksgiving.

Alpha: The Power of Eating Together
At the core of the Alpha ministry is a meal. First, guests are invited to a
"celebration supper" to hear the testimonies of those who came to faith in a previous
Alpha course. Next, guests are invited to participate in a ten week course, during which
they are introduced to basic Christian teaching in the context of Christian hospitality.
Each session they experience teaching and hospitality, generous welcome and
conviviality. And at the center of each session, is a meal. 17
As with the early Methodists, the discovery in Alpha of the communal meal and
its importance was, quite by accident. To understand the significance ofthe meal in
Alpha first requires an understanding of how it originated at HTB - the home of the
Alpha course.
Meals in Alpha: The Form of Interpersonal Communion
Alpha is the progeny of Holy Trinity Brompton Anglican Church, as noted earlier,
and it is here that the importance of collective meals was first discovered by the creators
and innovators of Alpha. Raymond Turvey, Vicar at HTB in the 1970's, stressed the
17 Meals are central in most acts of Christian hospitality, where strangeness and disconnection are
ameliorated (Pohl1999:72-84).
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importance of communal meals as an essential component of Christian community. He
thought that, at the very least, "they provided a buffer between a hard work day and a
relaxing evening together" (Interview April 2004). Turvey's curate, Sandy Millar,
continued this emphasis, and also integrated a meal into other aspects of the parish's
common life. Eventually, almost every evening meeting was preceded by a meal of some
sort. Millar acknowledges that he missed the significance of the "centrality of the meal"
at first, but later understood it more clearly. Ironically it was the local Bishop ' s
disapproval of "eating in the church" that forced Millar to think more Christianly and
biblically about their practice. In time, the apostolic precedent for what they were doing
became clearer. "The Bishop's challenge helped me to clarify the reasons for the practice
- and we discovered that they were biblical reasons" (Interview April 2004). Millar, of
course, is referring to the ancient love feasts - the communal meals that were the original
contexts for the Eucharist. So meals, Millar said, were "part of the ethos of the parish,
really, and we incorporated them into the Alpha course early on" (Interview April 2004).
There are essentially two kinds of meals in an Alpha, both similarly structured but
having distinct functions within the course. 18 A typical evening has the following
structure (Gumbel 1994b:42):
6:15p.m.
7:00p.m.
7:40p.m.
8:00p.m.
8:50p.m.
9:00p.m.
9:45p.m.

Leaders and helpers meet to pray
Dinner is served
Welcome
Talk
Coffee
Small Groups
Finish

18 This pattern is also followed in the other courses that have originated from HTB, like the Marriage
Course. There are meals on each night of the course and a celebrative meal at the end.
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Celebration Supper. The first meal offered as part of Alpha is the "Celebration
Supper." It is usually served a week or two before the launch of a new course and then
again at the end of the course. The purpose of the Celebration Supper is, as the name
suggests, to give thanks to God for those who have come to faith through the previous
course and to encourage guests who have been invited to the supper to attend the
upcoming course. The Celebration Supper is a special event where the church is
encouraged to use its very best dinnerware and table settings and venue. Parishioners are
encouraged to envision preparations for a visiting dignitary or special guests. Indeed,
Christ himself!
The structure of a Celebration Supper is the same as a typical Alpha evening
except it is more festive and it has no small-group session. Gumbel explains some of its
distinctive character:
On the actual evening of the celebration we invite people to arrive at 7:15 p.m.
and we have a sit-down dinner together. We do not say grace as we do not wish
to embarrass guests. At around 9:00 p.m. I welcome everyone. We usually thank
those people who have been involved in the organization of the evening. I then
invite one or two people who have taken part on the course to speak about what
has happened in their lives, giving them the minimum of advanced notice so that
they do not have too long to worry about it. I do not allow them any notes as it
always comes out best when they speak from their hearts about their own
experience, and I always interview them so that they do not need to worry about
(Gumbel 1994b:53)
forgetting what to say. After the interview I give a talk.
The meal usually includes at least three courses: salad, entree and dessert.
Approximately forty-five minutes is allotted for conversation. The Celebration Supper is
designed to function as a "threshold place" for awakening interest among pre-Christian
people, an essential component of Christian hospitality (Pohl 1999:95). Though the
primary goal of the Celebration Supper is to elicit enough curiosity or arouse a spiritual
hunger among the guests so that they attend the next Alpha course, people sometimes
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come to faith during the supper. After an evangelistic talk entitled, "Christianity: Boring,
Untrue or Irrelevant?" the evening ends with one of three invitations. Nicky explains
what usually happens at RTB :
At the end of the talk I usually refer to Paul's experience in Athens where he
found there was one of three reactions to what he had said about Jesus (see Acts
17:32-34). "Some of them sneered." I point out that that was my own position for
many years, so I am not judging them if they take the same position. Others said,
"We want to hear you again on this subject" (v.32). I suggest that those who feel
that way should come to the next Alpha course for which we have invitations and
brochures available. Finally,"A few
believed" (v.34). For the benefit of
these, I ask everyone to bow their heads for a prayer and then I pray a prayer
aloud along the lines of the one in the back of the booklet Why Jesus? There are
usually some, I discover afterwards, who pray the prayer that night. (Gumbel
1994b:53)
The Celebration Supper awakens need and initiates seekers into the following Alpha
course. 19
Alpha Meals: The Function of Interpersonal Communion
The second type of meal offered on Alpha is the one that takes place during the
regular weekly sessions of the course. Like the preceding evangelization processes,
meals on Alpha encode a particular social vision. This vision is best understood from
two perspectives: Christianity and Modernity. In terms of the modem (or postmodem)
context the function of eating in the West has taken on new meaning. Meals have
generally been communal experiences in the history of human societies. But in the West,
meals have become highly functional experience devoid of social significance. The
phenomena of busy schedules and fast food have conspired to make eating a private and
individual experience for many. Therefore, though shared meals have the capacity to
build trust, and the community which requires trust, they can be initially off-putting for

19 The celebration supper functions like the inquirers stage of the catechumenate and the open-air preaching
within the Wesleyan societies. They are gathering mechanisms into the evangelization process.
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some. Millar tells of one guest who would not eat the meals in the Alpha course until the
fourth week because he heard Alpha was a cult and they drugged the food. Millar notes,
"The young are cynical- and understandably so . But friends eat and chat, so that is what
we do."

In addition to being highly individualized, Western society is "horizontally
stratified." Though the British are not as individualistic as North Americans, family and
communal ties are weakening there too. Therefore, the most important function of the
meal is not "leveling" the stratifications of a hierarchical society but the "bonding" of a
disconnected, atomistic one (Kelly 1999:200-202).
Though the Celebration Supper looks and feels similar to the weekly Alpha meal,
the two meals do have distinct functions within the course. The Celebration Supper
serves an "awakening" role. This meal occurs either at the end of one or the beginning
of another Alpha course as a context for converts to share their new-found faith with
family and friends whom they have invited. On week eight (when the talk is on "Why
and how to tell others?") advertisements and invitations to the Celebration Supper are
distributed. This encourages current attendees to invite family and friends.
Much like the early Methodist love feast, the personal testimony is an essential
component of the evening. However, testimonies during a Celebration Supper are
extemporaneous rather than spontaneous. Converts are asked in advance to give their
testimony at the Celebration supper. The testimony follows a threefold pattern: (1) What
was my life like before meeting Christ on the Alpha course, (2) What happened to me
and (3) What difference has it made? The structure is given to encourage and guide the
witness not to control the content.
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Because the Celebration Supper is a threshold event, it is important to be aware of
three realities. First, it is imperative that the subsequent course be already planned and
prepared. The Celebration Supper is predicated on the new course, so there needs to be
specific information of when and where the new course is being offered. Thresholds
always make a new environment accessible but they are also matters of courtesy. The
invitation is always more appealing when it is specific and when the invitee senses that
their presence as a guest is important to the host. Each member of the team
understanding and implementing their particular role is critical in the Celebration
supper?O In this way the course participates in the new reality toward which the supper
points.
Second, leaders in the course should have some awareness of why this particular
meal is critical in the whole evangelistic process. In a society in which even family
members eat alone or on the run, the significance of a shared meal is lost on many people
(Douglas 1975). But in most cultures (as it once was in the West) eating together
expresses recognition and acceptance, meals being the matrix of that acceptance and
recognition. So it is "when strangers and hosts are from different backgrounds, the
intimacy of a shared meal can forge relationships which cross significant boundaries"
(Pohl 1999:73). This significance should not be lost on those who are hosting the supper.
Third, the meal is the matrix of the experience of being welcomed into the
Christian community. It creates a whole new tone and range of possibilities for folks.
People feel welcome because they genuinely are welcome. That is why attention to detail
is so important. People can tell whether or not their presence is coveted or merely

20

The issue of roles is addressed in Chapter Six.
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accepted. And one of the ways they tell that is how attentive the hosts are to the details
of the meal. As one host explained, "Alpha is in the details."
As distinguished from the Celebration Supper, the regular weekly Alpha meal is
more low-key. Though there is variety in what churches actually serve, they are
encouraged to serve a pleasant, healthy, attractive menu. 21 The ambience is not as festive,
but remains comfortable and inviting. The goal is to create a "home" environment where
people can relax and enjoy each other's company - and that will vary according to
context. The meal is the matrix of hospitality on an Alpha course. The goal is not so
much to get people to join the course but to feel comfortable enough to continue coming,
to develop the trust necessary to open up to the divine hospitality under girding it all.
Green ' s explanation is helpful:
There is another crucial point in the meal, though. It involves lots of people in the
church. It engenders 'body life', which we looked at rather carefully in a previous
chapter. It gets members of the congregation to pull together for this enterprise of
helping people to find Christ and get established in him. And the guests are
softened by the whole thing. They wonder what motivates people in the church to
give up many evenings simply in order to provide nice meals for them and then to
clear away and wash up afterwards. This simple act of service in which very
ordinary people can share is a powerful pointer to the new life, the new
motivation and love, which Christ brings. IF you have no meal, you fail to elicit
congregational participation, and you miss out on amazing guests with the
kindness of the workers. Nor do you open up members of the group, and release
them from the preoccupations they have brought with them from the
preoccupations they have brought with them from their daily work. You do not
express the hospitality of God, which is what evangelism really is. (Green
2001:186).

21 Alpha has recently published a cookbook illustrating the kinds of meals which HTB recommends.
Obviously meals vary according to cultural context - both regionally and ecclesiastically.
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These meals help create the environment of trust necessary to make the gospel believable.
That is why there is probably no more powerful (or accurate) image of Alpha than a
diverse group of people having a conversation around a meal table. 22
Conclusion
Alpha is a hospitable rather than confrontational evangelism. Thus meals feature
much more significantly than might be supposed. Meals are essential to hospitality,
because we tend to eat with people who are similar to ourselves. Yet we are all eaters
and drinkers. Meals together are a great leveler because they are an elemental and
essential part of our nature. Ifwe don't eat we die. Ifwe don't eat together we still die,
only more slowly (Pohll999:74). It is the experience of many on an Alpha course that
the meal together is their first tangible experience of God's welcome. The meals feed
hospitality, which is constituted by the practice of "universalizing the neighbor and
personalizing the stranger" (Pohll999:75).

Comparing Early Methodist and Alpha Communal Meals
On the surface the love feast and meals on Alpha may seem more dissimilar than
not. The love feast is a token meal of bread and water. The Alpha meal is usually a three
course meal, simple but satisfying. The love feast was held monthly or quarterly. The
Alpha meal is shared on each evening of the course (though only three times a year if one
compares it to the Celebration Supper). However, these more surface differences of form
obscures the underlying similarity of shared meaning.
Both the love feast and Alpha meal are the context in which people testify to what
23

God has graciously wrought in them. They also serve as mechanisms ofinclusion.
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This is a common advertisement used by Alpha.
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as the love feast was often the threshold into the Methodist band meeting, the Celebration
Supper and Alpha meals are the threshold into the Alpha course. Neither are explicitly
linked to the sacrament of the Lord's Supper, however both enrich eucharistic piety by
situating Holy Communion into its original context of an Agape meal. They point
beyond themselves toward a transcendent meal. Essentially, both the love feast and Alpha
meal put community back into Communion and in so doing function catechumenally,
constructing a culture of faith.

23 This is particularly true for the love-feast after 1759 when penitents were admitted, and for the
Celebration supper of the Alpha course which is particularly designed for the benefit of seekers and
inquirers.

CHAPTERS
Rhetoric : A World-Shaping Word

The "rhetoric of conversion" refers to the way in which language is used to
conceptualize and transmit transformational experiences. "For some people, the language
of conversion is informed by a formal theology. Others use the language of the Bible, of
metaphor, of hymns, and other linguistic tools both to induce their conversion and to
interpret the conversion process" (Rambo 1993: 118-119).
Catechetical approaches to conversion employ multiple rhetorical modalities.
Sermon, song, and the Socratic dialogue of catechesis have all been utilized to shape the
new conceptual and emotional world of the convert (Hunter 2003:188-194). All three
modalities are present in early Methodism and Alpha (Hempton 2005:68-85). However,
catechetical teaching/preaching features most prominently in each historic example in this
study. Analysis shows that each provides highly doctrinal, yet receptor-oriented,
instruction. They construct conceptual bridges that utilize the mental imagery of two
distinct horizons: the scripture and the seeker.

The Doctrinal Function of Catechesis
Alistair McGrath has demonstrated the importance of doctrinal teaching in the
rhetorical strategies of the church. McGrath defines doctrine according to its functions in
the Christian community, which includes more than the proverbial "propositional truth
claim" or "symbolic-linguistic construal" of biblical teaching.! McGrath shows that
doctrine also serves the Christian community by drawing important social boundaries and
interpreting the common experiences of alienation and grace.
I

Polarities suggested by Lindbeck (1984).
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The great medieval spiritual writers interpreted this sense of human alienation as a
sense of a lost homeland, a desire to return to Eden, thus correlating experience
with an interpretive framework (the doctrine ofthe Fall)
In such matters,
doctrine is able to address, interpret and transform human experience, correlating it
with the parameters of the Christian proclamation. The Christian proclamation is
thus enabled to establish points of contact with human experience, in order to allow
that experience to take on new and hitherto unexpected depths of meaning.
(1990:71)
According to McGrath, doctrine entails four major interacting pedagogical functions:
1. Doctrine functions as a social demarcator.
2. Doctrine is generated by, and subsequently interprets, the Christian
narrative.
3. Doctrine interprets experience.
4. Doctrine makes truth claims (McGrath 1990:37).
Based on this more comprehensive understanding of doctrine and its function within the
community of faith, McGrath argues for doctrine' s essential rhetorical role in evangelism,
especially in interpreting experience and demarcating community:
The liberal suggestion that we defend Christianity by making its ideas acceptable to
the secular world has been tried, and found wanting: we must now commend the
Christian proclamation of judgment and conversion through Christ, with the
invitation to stand within the Christian tradition, as an alternative strategy. It is thus
evangelism, rather than just apologetics, which commends itself as of strategic
importance in the present situation within western culture. For, properly
understood, Christian doctrine is not merely a public description of what
Christianity is, but represents an invitation to enter a new community and its
associated conceptual and experiential world. (1990:190 [emphasis added])
McGrath 's elaboration of doctrine to include the reinterpretation of human
experience and the reconstruction of community clarifies how doctrine functions
evangelistically as "an invitation to enter a new community and its associated conceptual
and experiential world" (1990: 190). This invitational role of doctrinal teaching has
implications for the catechetical materials under investigation. For example, how does
biblical teaching affect and nurture faith (i.e., interpret experience)? And once people have
crossed the threshold of faith, how does this teaching differentiate Christians from other
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religious groups or even other Christians? How did this teaching mark these Christians as
Christian (i .e. provide social demarcation)? These are the kinds of questions that especially
pertain to a catechist when he marshals his array of catechetical resources.
Kreider identifies four such categories of material that the early church catechist
typically employed: narratives, controlling images, the "new law" of Jesus, and practical
teaching (1999:26-29). Though Augustine, Wesley and Gumbel have utilized all four to
some degree, they each especially emphasized the Christian rhetorical strategy of preaching
from the "new law" of Jesus - particularly the Sermon on the Mount and the opening
beatitudes. All three teachers developed a set of catechetical sermons or talks from the
Sermon on the Mount, the dominical model par excellence of catechetical formation
(Pelikan 2001).
This particular practice of catechetical rhetoric demonstrates two qualities of
catechetical evangelism. First, people with little to no Christian memory respond better to
a "reduced canon" than an entire one (Hunter 1996:164). A "reduced canon" summarizes
and orients the catechumen to a much larger body of material and practices? As an
example of catechetical rhetoric arising from the "reduced canon" of the Lord's catechesis,
the Sermon on the Mount (and the beatitudes in particular) has perennial value. A
multitude of preachers throughout Christian history have so recognized and utilized it.

3

What better model of catechetical rhetoric could one utilize than that of the Living Word

2 By "canon," I am expanding Hunter' s notion into Abraham's "canonical heritage." The canonical heritage
includes the canon of the mass, saints, and church, along with that of scripture. Catechumenal evangelism
deploys a reduced canonical heritage - a few elements from the entire heritage that orients one to the whole
range of the means of grace. One needn't be introduced to all the sacraments, nor all the scripture - just
enough to orient one to the whole new world into which this heritage brings the convert.
3 The expositions of Augustine, Chrysostom and Luther are featured in Pelikan' s Divine Rhetoric (2001).
Subsequent evangelists and reformers who expounded this text include notables such as Wesley, Kierkegaard,
Bonhoeffer, Tolstoy and E. Stanley Jones (cf. Kissinger 1970).
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himself who embodies all three fonns of persuasion - ethos, logos and pathos - in "unique
measure" (Pelikan 2001: 101)?
Second, these three historic instances of catechetical rhetoric were important to the
catechetical processes under investigation, especially the "post-catechesis" phase or what
contemporary evangelical Christians refer to as "follow-up" or "discipleship." Augustine,
Wesley and Gumbel each discovered in the Sennon on the Mount - and the Beatitudes in
particular - an important conceptual bridge from new birth to discipleship. Each preacher
preached and wrote doctrinal, catechetical sennons on these texts. 4 When one discovers
broad and consistent agreement on the catechetical utility of the same "reduced canon" it
merits further investigation into the reasons for its perennial relevance.
The Sennon on the Mount's utility for the fonnation of early Church convertsindeed for the fonnation of Christian converts throughout the entire history of the Churchis indisputable (Pelikan 1988:227-231). It should be remembered that catechetical training
aimed for the transfonnation of "behavior" and "belonging," not merely "belief' (Kreider
2001 :23). And McGrath has pointed out the role of doctrine in constructing and reinforcing
personal and communal identity. Though neglected in recent years, historically the Church
has considered the Sennon on the Mount as her "ethical center" and thus a particularly
appropriate text for inculcating "behavior and belonging" (Stassen and Gushee 2003:xixiii). Its importance is demonstrated by noting that in the first three centuries of the Church
no other New Testament passage was cited more often (Kissinger 1970:6).
Indeed, even in a century where it has been most neglected, Bonhoeffer recovered
the Sennon on the Mount's catechetical relevance by making it the core curriculum in his

4

These texts are found in Augustine-{t9"48) Wesley (WJW 1) and Gumbel (1996).
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Finkenwald Seminary. He understood that church leaders must first and foremost be
disciples. So he immersed his students in this perennial favorite. He captured its
catechetical significance in the memorable phrase "only believers obey and only the
obedient believe" (2001 :63).
There are three dominant interpretative traditions of the Sermon' s moral teaching.
The first, emphasizing continuity with the Church ' s Jewish heritage was that of Augustine
and Chrysostom who concluded "that Jesus was restoring the correct and original meaning
of the Old Testament, which had been corrupted by the later developments of Judaism"
(Pelikan 1988:229). The second interpretative tradition was characteristic of the radical
reformers. It emphasized discontinuity by explaining the Sermon on the Mount as the
"epitome of the 'new law' or 'evangelical law ' that Christ had come to teach (Pelikan
1988:229). The third interpretative stream flows from the various scholarly quests for the
historical Jesus. It views the Sermon on the Mount as an "interim ethic" for those early
disciples who lived in an unrealistic anticipation of a Jesus ' second (and imminent) advent.
When this expectation never materialized it was deemed necessary to excise the Sermon
from its eschatological context "and try to find its relevance to a world that was not about
to end" (Pelikan 1988:230).6
Wesley and Gumbel follow essentially in the same broad interpretive stream of
Augustine. They, too, understand the Sermon on the Mount as Jesus ' clarification and
intensification of God's first covenant rather than his repeal. All three interpreters

This remarkable story is told in Life Together (1996) and Discipleship (2001 :1-28).
A fmal interpretative tradition which arose in the 20 th century is influential among the masses (but not in the
scholarly guild) views the Sermon as functionally irrelevant until the eschaton. This premillenial,
dispensational approach views the Sermon as Jesus ethic for a Kingdom fully consummated in a millennial
age yet to come (Rowdon 1988:200-201).
5

6
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emphasize the canonical continuity and evangelical interiority of Jesus ' new law. In
particular, this intensification of the old law - "You have heard it said 'You shall not
commit adultery.' But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent
has already committed adultery with her in his heart" (Matthew 5 :28) - focuses on the
transformation of desire rather than a mere outward compliance. Nevertheless, like all
good rhetoricians, their rhetorical strategies were tailored to particular audiences requiring
particular meaningful constructions of life. Under the controlling images of "Ascent to
God," "Way of Perfection" and "Challenge Lifestyle," they utilized the words of the Savior
to construct a "world of salvation."

Catechumenate: Sermon on the Mount as Ascent
Augustine began writing his commentary on the Sermon on the Mount in the
second year of his ordination to the presbyterate (Van Fleteren 1999b:771). It originated as
a sermon series he preached for his flock in Hippo, which would have included
catechumens (Brown 1967:140-42; Harmless 1995:157-60). Because Augustine did much
of his catechesis from the pulpit, "to understand Augustine the catechist one must first
understand Augustine the preacher" (Harmless 1995: 158).
Augustine on Sermonizing
Augustine preached roughly eight thousand sermons in his lifetime; however, only
about one in fourteen remain. Though his sermons were recorded by secretaries on the
spot, he sometimes re-worked them into commentaries (O'Donnell 2005:137-142).
Nevertheless, one still detects the marks of the original orality - a text punctuated with
exclamations and exhortations to the audience. As a former professor of rhetoric,
Augustine relished a word well spoken. However, he also realized that the rhetorical
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fineries of his profession - arcane vocabulary, subtle a1lusions to the classics, studiously
correct diction - would mar the directness required to touch the hearts of the common folk
of Hippo. His exposition of Psalm 4:2 (given in book IX of the Confessions) - "How long
will you be heavy-hearted human creatures? Why love emptiness and chase falsehood?" illustrates the emotional power of his rhetoric:
How loudly I began to cry to you in those psalms, how I was inflamed by them with
love for you and fired to recite them to the whole world, were I able, as a remedy
against human pride! ... It a1l found an outlet through my eyes and voice when your
good Spirit turned to us, saying, How long will you be heavy-hearted, human
creatures? Why love emptiness and chase falsehood? I, certainly, had loved
emptiness and chased falsehood, and you, Lord, had already glorified your Holy
One, raising him from the dead and setting him at your right hand, whence he could
send the Paraclete, the Spirit of Truth from on high, as he had promised. He had
sent him already, but I did not know it. (1997:162-63)7
Listening to Augustine preach was to fo1low a tripartite performance of anticipation,
participation and a lingering longing - not unlike what the faithful experienced at the
eucharistic liturgy which followed the sermon (for this too was tantalizingly concealed
even from the baptismal candidates until the very night of baptism).
Augustine believed his ministry of explicating the Word of God required another
kind of eloquence. He explained in Teaching Christianity, "What after all, is the use of a
gold key ifit cannot open what we want, or what is wrong with a wooden key ifit can,
since all we are looking for is that closed doors should be opened to us?" (Augustine
1996:215). Instead of impressing one' s audience as an end in itself (a "gold key"),
Augustine thought Christian eloquence should be sublimated to three primary goals: to
teach, to delight and to sway. Ofthese three aims, Augustine prized the third. "Teaching
your audience is a matter of necessity, delighting them a matter of being agreeable,
7 Interestingly, this exposition of praise, the proper use of rhetoric, is given in book IX of the Confessions
shortly after Augustine detennines to renounce his career as a teacher of rhetoric so that students "should no
longer buy from my mouth the weapons of their frenzy" (1997: 159)
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swaying them a matter of victory

The reason, though, why it is a matter of victory is

that an audience can be taught and delighted, and still not give their full assent to the
speaker. And what use will those two be if this third thing is lacking?" (1996 :215-216).
The good will of the audience is essential in catechesis for the goal is not merely to
inform but transform - and this requires the willingness of those who are instructed.
Augustine rightly understands that this cannot be coerced but only won through mutual
empathy. In The First Catechetical Instruction, Augustine encourages fellow catechist
Deogratias not to despair over reluctant or slow converts but rather to stir up insight by
identifying with them.
For so great is the power of sympathy, that when people are affected by us as we
speak and we by them as they learn, we dwell each in the other and thus both they,
as it were, speak in us what they hear, while we, after a fashion, learn in them what
we teach. for in proportion as we dwell in them through the bond of love, so do
things which were old become new to us also. (Augustine 1946:41)
Mutual empathy leads to mutual empowerment; an enthralled audience begets an
enthralling preacher. 8 Augustine tells Deogratias elsewhere that the greatest challenge and
most important objective for the catechist is to enjoy his work for he will then win the good
will of the audience and move then towards the proper goal (1946: 17). Furthermore,
Augustine the rhetorician "knew it was easier to win applause than to form a community
that lived in harmony with God's wisdom" (Harmless 1995:186). Christian rhetoricespecially in its catechetical mode - was aimed entirely at shaping a people in God's
wisdom.

According to relational psychologists who study the dynamics of interpersonal relations, "mutual
empowerment" is the touchstone of relational health. Mutual empathy leading to mutual empowerment is
composed of at least five components: "zest," action, knowledge, self-worth and a desire for more connection
with others. From it "we create a joining together in a shared experience that builds something new for both
(or all) of the people involved .... " (Miller and Stiver 1997:30).
8

170
Augustine on the Sennon
Augustine begins The Lord 's Sermon on the Mount by referring to it as the premier
catechetical text - i.e., a text capable of shaping lives after the pattern of Christ. The
passage reads as follows:
If a person will devoutly and calmly consider the sennon which our Lord Jesus
Christ spoke on the mount, as we read it in the Gospel according to Matthew, I
think he will find in it, as measured by the highest nonns of morality, the perfect
pattern of the Christian life. We dare to promise this not without warrant: it is a
conclusion based on the spoken words of the Lord himself. For the conclusion of
the sennon is so phrased as to make it apparent that it embraces all the directives we
He sufficiently indicated, it seems to me, that these words which
need for life.
He spoke on the mount, so perfectly shape the life of those who wish to live
according to them as deservedly to be likened to one who built upon a rock. I
remark this in order to make it clear that this sennon has been made up of all the
precepts by which Christian life has vitality. (Augustine 1948: 11-12)
From this opening passage (and those that follow), it is evident that Augustine believed that
the ethic of Jesus entails a rule of life for all, not a select few. It was a standard and
promise for every follower of Christ and in it one could find solutions to the problems of
human life and conduct. It is the sum of basic Christian living.
Augustine's treatment of the beatitudes, which he believes constitute the conditions
for entry into God's kingdom, amply illustrates his catechetical interpretation of Scripture:
an inter-textually crafted"and ascetically applied whole. Augustine situates the beatitudes
in tenns of the entire canon of scripture as well as the needs of Christian discipleship in the
context of a pre-Christian' s deep memory and motivation. The world of Scripture and the
world of the seeker enter a dialogue for the purpose of identity and community fonnation.
Each dimension of the construction process is taken into account: canon, catechesis
and context. In this way Augustine is demonstrating the evangelistic function of doctrine;
its ability to shape persons and community in Christ. Thus, for example, he interprets the
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beatitudes: first, in terms of the sevenfold gifts of the Spirit from Isaiah 11:2 and the seven
petitions of the Lord's prayer in Matthew 6:9-13 (canon); second, as a methodical way
toward perfection or the fullness of divine life and love (catechesis); and third, by his
assurance of the soul's ascent, which was a dominant concern within antiquity (context).
Each rhetorical domain merits further investigation.

In terms of canon, Augustine's rhetorical objective is to create an alternative world
by the Word. Together these two passages of scripture form an antiphonal response similar
to what they encounter in the liturgy of the Word; gifts and desires form an echo chamber
in the church just as they do in the human heart. The teaching evokes a dialogue between
the gifts of God and human need. Both lists - our gifts and our desires - are held together
by the number seven and the Holy Spirit, who binds them together in love. (The fact that
there are eight beatitudes rather than seven does not deter Augustine, for he notes that the
first and last beatitude together form an inclusio so are really one, thus amounting to seven
rather than eight.) Augustine then correlates the sevenfold gifts of the Spirit, the seven
Beatitudes and the seven petitions of the Lord's Prayer into a catechetical triptych. He has
created a verbal world in which the seeker can see herself in a new light (Augustine
1948:125-127).

In terms of catechesis, Augustine has another rhetorical objective, namely to shape
lives in Christ via the preached Word. Thus, he explicates the Beatitudes as stations on the
way towards ascent to Christ; the gifts of Spirit anticipate whereas the petitions of the
Lord's Prayer echo those stations. "He believed that as a preacher and catechist he could
not merely instruct; he also had to tantalize and humor, to chide and encourage, for what
mattered was not simply changed minds but changed lives" (Harmless 1995 :235). As the
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following chart illustrates, Augustine's rhetorical triad of beatitudes, petitions and gifts of
the Spirit is now complete.
B eatItu
' d es

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
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Humility
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Sorrow
Justice
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Purity
Peace

1.
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
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In heaven .. .hallowed

Kingdom come
Will be done
Give us
Forgive us
Lead us not temptation
Deliver us from evil

Figure 2
Augustine's Beatitudes

The Beatitudes spell out the sevenfold ascent to God while the petitions evoke the power of
God in a seven-fold antiphonal response. According to Augustine, the seven-fold
Beatitudes are stages of grace that correspond to the seven-fold gifts and petitions.
Because Augustine often catechized during the liturgy of the Word, a teaching setting itself
brimming with echoes and responses, this teaching would have the effect of calling one
into the worship of God. The seeker is now invited into the word-built-world (Harmless
1995:234-37).
In a thorough analysis Augustine compares each corresponding set in these columns

(1948:14-21 and 106-127). His treatment of the second triad illustrates his approach to the
other triads. It is not difficult to see the connection between the first beatitude (poor in
spiritlhumility), the first gift of the Spirit (Fear of the Lord) and the first petition (to hallow
God's name) since fear of the Lord and reverencing his name are, by definition,
characteristic of the humble. But the connection between meekness, godliness and the
invocation of the Kingdom (Figure 2, Line 2) may seem a bit forced. However, Augustine
explains that the petition "Thy Kingdom come" is to be taken in the sense of spiritual
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recognition - the kind of recognition afforded only to those who "inherit the earth."
Augustine explains, "For here, too, the words 'Thy kingdom come' do not imply that God
is not reigning now. But it might be said that with 'come ' we should supply 'upon the
earth.' As if God were not even now reigning on earth and has not been doing so ever
since the world was created! 'Come,' then, must be taken to mean "may it be made
manifest to men'" (1946: 109). In other words, the beatitudes describe the transformation
of character necessary to recognize the kingdom.
It is tempting to regard this comparison as a mere play with numbers, a sort of

hermeneutical casuistry. However, as Wilken points out, there is an important theological
doctrine at the basis of Augustine' s hermeneutical strategy. According to patristic thought,
the new law is essentially an internal law or virtue, indeed the very presence ofthe Holy
Spirit in the human heart leading the believer toward God. The roots of this doctrine can
be found in St. Paul ' s idea of the "law of faith" which he contrasted with the "law of
works," and which he calls the "glory of believers." In Romans he refers to it as the "law
of the Spirit oflife" through which believers are set free from "the law of sin and death"
(8 :2) (Wilken 2003 :278-279). In a special treatise entitled De Spiritu et littera, St.
Augustine expounds on the importance of this doctrine, writing, "What else are the laws of
God written by God Himself into our hearts than the presence itself of the Holy Ghost? By
His presence love is poured into our hearts which is the fullness of the law" (Augustine
1948:8). This idea dominates Augustine's thinking to such a degree he is compelled to
match the beatitudes with the Gifts of the Spirit, even though he must reduce the former to
seven and reverse the order of the latter. "He is convinced that the New Law promulgated
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in the Sermon on the Mount is essentially a livingforce which God gives to the soul in the
inhabitation of the Holy Ghost and Sanctifying Grace" (1948 :8 [emphasis added]).
This bit of patristic theology was not the only resource Augustine utilized in his
rhetoric. His motif of "ascent" was also suggested by the neo-platonist context of late
antiquity, Augustine' s third rhetorical resource. Ascending to and communing with the
One, the Good and the Beautiful was a common, indeed pervasive, aspiration in antiquity
(Van Fleteren 1999a: 62-67). Notions of a platonic, spiritual ascent were common and
pervasive - almost the amniotic fluid in which people lived, moved and had their being
(Chadwick 1999). Even Augustine's natural adversaries - the Manicheans and Donatistsshared this fundamental aspiration. But as Chadwick comments, "although the Christians
of late antiquity found themselves in much sympathy with the language of the Platonists,
the generalization holds good that in the long run they were to take a more positive view of
the physical realm of nature, and ofthe human body in particular" (1999:80). Thus,
Christian ascent as articulated by Augustine came to be rooted in sacramental community
and the healing of the senses (Long 2001:155-187).

In the language of "ascent" Augustine found a concept that was meaningful to most
people in antiquity and baptized it. The seeker's longing for ascent to the good and
beautiful was finally achieved in the Good and Beautiful descent in Jesus Christ. Because
Augustine had become increasingly formed by the Christian doctrines of incarnation and
Trinity, he ascended by another route. Augustine discovered that the road to sanctity ran
through, not around, the community of Hippo (O'Donnell 2005:19-26). Augustine' s lifelong obsession for transcendence found its satisfaction counter-intuitively in identifying
and serving with those he used to despise.
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As a devout landowner, he had not thought highly of clergy (most of whom came
from well below him on the social ladder). Ascetic solitude was what was in
fashion and what a reasonable person would say Augustine of the late 380s was
heading toward. The urban distractions of unimpressive Hippo and the
responsibilities of the clerical life played no detectible part in his intentions.
(O'Donnell 2005:25)9
What he himself learned he taught the catechumens - and those who catechized them, like
Deogratias. And the beatitudes wonderfully captured the essence of this fundamental
Christian vision of transformed desire. However once he arrived at this self-discovery,
identification with his community also became an essential rhetorical strategy, as so clearly
spelled out in his The First Catechetical Instruction. Catechists are most effective when
they empathize with their audience. And the path to empathy lies in identification and
solidarity. This essential rhetorical insight re-appears in Wesley and Gumbel.

Early Methodism: Sermon on the Mount as "Way to Holiness"

In addition to the catechumenate early Methodism echoes some of the themes and
characteristics of the medieval mendicants. According to Outler, whether consciously or
not Wesley tapped into a deep tradition of popular preaching (WJW 1: 18-19). As early as
1735 Wesley underscored the centrality of preaching in his ministry when he wrote to a
friend that he aimed to be "a teacher sent from God" and that his tongue "was a devoted
thing" (WJW 25 :441). Over the next fifty years, Wesley preached approximately forty
thousand sermons (Collins 1965:2). Establishment pulpits closed to him because, as he
believed, "I simply described the plain old religion of the Church of England, which is now
9 The parallel case of Wesley is instructive. Wesley refused his father's request to assume his cure at
Epworth. Wesley preferred the more leisured and introverted life of the academy, which he believed was
more conducive to the pursuit of holiness and because "seeing where I can be most holy myself, there I am
assured I can most promote holiness in others" (W1W 1980:395-409). John 's older brother Samuel responded
to this self-regarding stance: "I see your love to yourself, but your love to your neighbor I do not see" (W1W
1980:411). Reading between the lines, Rack states with similar candor that for John, Oxford was more
conducive to this pursuit than "in bucolic, barbarous Epworth ... [and] the arguments for Oxford were mostly
a way of getting out of the Epworth trap" (Rack 2002:94).
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almost ' everywhere ' spoken against, under the new name of 'Methodism'" (WJW 18:106).
So Wesley, in essence following the pattern of the friars and early Anglican reformers,
began preaching outdoors (MacCulloch 2004:222).
His first Bristol sermon was based on the Sermon on the Mount. Wesley wryly
noted: "In the evening (Mr. Whitefield being gone) I begun expounding our Lord' s Sermon
on the Mount (one pretty remarkable precedent offield preaching, though I suppose there

were churches at that time also) to a little society which was accustomed to meet once or
twice a week in Nicholas Street" (WJW19:46 [emphasis in original]). The day after,
Monday April 2, 1739, he went to one of Whitefield's pulpits, a mound in a brickyard, and
held forth. He explains this memorable event: "At four in the afternoon, I submitted to 'be

more vile', and proclaimed in the highways the glad tidings of salvation, speaking from a
little eminence in a ground adjoining the city, to about three thousand people" (WJW 19:46
[emphasis added]). Interestingly, at the beginning of the Methodist revival, one of
Wesley's favorite preaching texts was the beatitudes. From April 1 to October 19, 1739,
Wesley claims to have preached no fewer than ten times from the first three beatitudes
(WJW 19:46-108)10 On these occasions of "vileness," Wesley's choice of text is

significant. The correspondence between Wesley's self-humiliation and the spiritual and
material poverty of the audience would likely have created a powerful empathy and
audience responsiveness. On September 17, 1739, Wesley records:
I preached again at Plaistow, on 'Blessed are those that mourn.' It pleased God to
give us in that hour two living instances of that piercing sense both of the guilt and
power of sin, that dread ofthe wrath of God, and that full conviction of man' s
inability either to remove the power, or atone for the guilt of sin (called by the
world despair) in which properly consist that poverty of spirit and mourning which
are the gate of Christian blessedness. (WJW 19:97 -98)
10 Collins provides a contextual analysis of these preaching engagements in his attempted reconstruction of
the original oral sermon behind the written versions (1965:32-73).
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In June 1739, something happened that seems inevitable in retrospect, but which at
the time could only have deepened the offense of Methodism and further undermined
Wesley's claim to be a faithful Anglican clergyman: a "lay" society member, seeking to
alleviate an acute sermon shortage, began to preach. Before long, Wesley found himself
supervising a growing order (in effect) of ordained and "lay" preachers who traveled
circuits of Methodist societies to build up and supervise this new work of God. Apart from
the fact that Wesley and some of his preachers married, their recovery of open-air
preaching and a pastoral care rooted in mystical devotion truly resembled the medieval
itinerant friars (MacCulloch 2004:222,698-701). Wesley' s maiden experience of open-air
preaching in 1739 was particularly iconic of the movement: when the Church shut the door,
people gathered at the pit-mouths, hillsides and meadows, graveyards and city squares of
England to hear Wesley and his associates explain the way into an everlasting kingdom. 11
Hempton suggests deep resonances between the religious and political landscape of
eighteenth England, which partly explains its rapid rise and diffusion. "Methodism was a
revolutionary religious movement coming of age in an era of political revolutions"
(Hempton 2005:99). Wesley's thirteen sermons on the Sermon on the Mount are the
closest he came to ever giving a systematic, comprehensive treatment to guide the
movement. It functioned both as his "reduced canon" for catechetical purposes and as a
"charter" for the alternative kingdom:
Wesley' s starting-point is that the Sermon on the Mount is a divine program
explaining the comprehensive nature of salvation and the ministry of Christ, in
teaching, preaching, and healing (Mt 4:23). What is to be restored, according to
Wesley, is not theological doctrines but God's creation. His soteriology is
characterized as recreation of humanity to its original state before the Fall.
Salvation is described as a ''way'' to heaven. It is, also, heaven realized in the
II

Hempton suggests the Methodist message would have had particular appeal to those for whom the very
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present world. He anticipates that the divine powers shall transform human
existence to the image of God, and societies to God' s shalom. (Meistad 1989:37)
Before looking at the sermon, one must take a step back to see how Wesley approached the
task of sermonizing. For Wesley, rhetoric had a lot more to do than with conveying ideas.
It was a principal way in which he created the world into which seekers were socialized;

the people called Methodist were a people on "the way to heaven, to the place which he has
prepared for us, the glory he had before the world began" (WJW 1:470).
Wesley on Sermonizing
Archbishop Tillotson (d. 1694), one of the most popular preachers of his era,
exemplifies the theological and homiletical shift in the mid-to-late seventeenth century
Church of England (Davies 1996:2: 177-84). After the Civil War, sermons reflected neither
the elegant syntax and the subtle witticisms of a metaphysical preacher like a John Donne,
nor did they follow the finely strained exegesis of a Puritan like Thomas Watson - though
they were closer to the latter than the former. Horton Davies writes:
If, with the Restoration, composers of sermons were to drop pedantry of all kinds,
avoid the more elaborate forms of rhetoric as artifice, and cultivate plainness of
style and lucidity in exposition, and attempt to be as practical as possible, some
portion at least of the change is to be attributed to Puritanism for these were the
strengths of its manly and direct preaching. (Davies 1996:2:177)
After the social convulsions of the seventeenth century, many English craved a message
that was clear and non-emotional, focusing on morals rather than theological polemics
(Edwards 1995:490). Tillotson "plain style" eschewed pathos, emphasizing instead the
non-emotional presentation and rational exemplification of his subject. Edwards writes,
He would begin a sermon with a short introduction that raised the issues he planned
to discuss and showed their importance. Then he listed the divisions he planned to
discuss and showed their importance. Then he listed the divisions into which his
subject fell and went on to discuss the issues thus raised.
At the end there was
no stirring peroration, no emotional appeal. When he finished presenting his case,
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he left it to stand on its own merits.
There seems to be some connection
between his homiletical style and his theology, which was the Latitudinarianism of
the time. It has been said that his sermons communicated little beyond "a general
impression that it was more prudent on the whole to believe the gospel, in a
modified sort of way, than not." (1995 :490)
The effects of this preaching were predictable. "Its content reduced Christianity to
rationalism and moralism, the former diluting faith and the latter abandoning grace," notes
Davies (1996:2: 184). By the time Wesley began his evangelistic preaching in 1739, the
typical Anglican sermon had devolved into a passionless, rationally exacting "moral essay
delivered orally" (Edwards 1995:490). Both Wesley' s own spiritual experience and the
needs of the hour (especially the common people) required not only a reinvigorated
message but also a rehabilitated homiletic. This was John Wesley' s homiletical context
and challenge.
Wesley was known for preaching "plain truth for plain people," which he explains
at first in negative terms:
Therefore of set purpose I abstain from all nice and philosophical speculations,
from all perplexed and intricate reasonings, and as far as possible from even the
show of learning, unless in sometimes citing the original Scriptures. I labour to
avoid all words which are not easy to be understood, all which are not used in
common life; and in particular those kinds of technical terms that so frequently
occur in bodies of divinity, those modes of speaking which men of reading are
intimately acquainted with, but which to common people are an unknown tongue.
(WJW 1:104)

But "plain truth for plain people" was, for Wesley, mostly a positive statement:
Nay, my design is in some sense to forget all that ever I have read in my life. I
mean to speak, in the general, as if I had never read one author, ancient or modem
(always excepting the inspired). I am persuaded that, on the one hand, this may be
a means of enabling me more clearly to express the sentiments of my heart, while I
simply follow the chain of my own thoughts, without entangling myself with those
of other men.
To candid, reasonable men I am not afraid to lay open what have
been the inmost thoughts of my heart. I have thought, I am creature of a day,
passing through life as an arrow through the air. I am a spirit come from God and
returning to God; just hovering over the great gulf, till a few moments hence I am
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no more seen - I drop into an unchangeable eternity! I want to know one thing, the
way to heaven - how to land safe on that happy shore. (WJW 1: 104-1 05)
However, this popular adage (and explanation) of "plainness" does not conceal that
Wesley was, by all accounts, a master rhetorician who adapted his common style to both
his audience and to his catechetical objective of "reconnecting the emotions with the search
for truth" (Wickersham 1998:13). At Oxford, Wesley studied the German rhetorician
Bartholomew Keckerman, who reintroduced Augustinian emphases into the English
rhetorical tradition paving a "third way" between Latitudinarian and Puritan preaching
styles (Wickersham 1998:58-90). Building on Augustine' s adaptation of the classical
"grand style," Wesley developed a homiletical style characterized by two central features :
(1) it was dependent more on function than subject and (2) it viewed the emotions as allies
of the intellect in the search for truth (Wickersham 1998:88-89).12 This dual focus on
catechetical objectives and emotional relevance enabled Wesley to "practice a grand style
that can move the emotions without fear of being manipulative or deceptive but as part of a
process that produces Christian truth," notes Wickersham (1998:89).
A less scholarly, but nonetheless complementary picture of early Methodist
preaching comes from Wesley's contemporary Samuel Johnson. Boswell writes:
[Johnson] observed, that the established clergy in general did not preach plain
enough; and that polished periods and glittering sentences flew over the heads of
the common people, without any impression on their hearts. Something might be
necessary, he observed, to excite the affections of the common people, who were
sunk in languor and lethargy, and therefore he supposed that the new concomitants
of methodism might probably produce so desirable an effect. The mind, like the
body, he observed, delighted in change and novelty, and even in the religion itself,
courted new appearances and modifications. Whatever might be thought of some
methodist teachers, he said, he could scarcely doubt the sincerity of that man, who
traveled nine hundred miles in a month, and preached twelve times a week; for no

12 Augustine explains his adaptation of the classical "grand style" ill Teaching Christianity (1996 :215-18),
which is discussed above (pp. 161-163).
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adequate reward, mere temporal, could be given for such indefatigable labour.
(Boswell 1992:392)
Furthermore, Johnson links the success of Methodism, in large part, to this preaching style
(and, conversely, traces the decline of established churches largely to their ineffectual
homiletic styles). In response to Boswell's query concerning Methodist effectiveness,
Johnson is characteristically blunt and to the point:
Sir, it is owing to their expressing themselves in a plain and familiar manner, which
is the only way to do good to the common people, and which clergymen of genius
and learning ought to do from a principle of duty, when it is suited to their
congregations; a practice, for which they will be praised by men of sense.
Sir,
when your Scotch clergy give up their homely manner, religion will soon decay in
that country. (Boswell 1992:287-288)
To underscore this point, Boswell added, "Let this observation, as Johnson meant it, be
ever remembered" (1992:288).13
Wesley ministered primarily to the working class, who often first heard him in the
open air and, if drawn to the message, continued to listen to the Methodist message in one
of the Class Meetings or Chapel services. Wesley kept in touch with his growing
movement largely through itinerancy - traveling the British Isles preaching in Church
services, Society meetings and in the open air - and by speaking in a common "grand
style." And Wesley maintained corporate unity and direction in the movement through a
wide variety of "commitment mechanisms": by standards of belief in the form of "Standard
Sermons" and "Exegetical Notes," but mostly by the teleological pull of a transformed
human life. The Sermons on Several Occasions, which eventually numbered fifty-four,

13 Boswell cites contemporary Methodist theologian Joseph Milner's interpretation of Methodism as
compatible with Johnson's own creed. "Justified by faith, renewed in his faculties and constrained by the
love of Christ, their believer moves in the sphere of love and gratitude, and all his duties flow more or less
from this principle. And though they are accumulating for him in heaven a treasure of bliss proportioned to
his faithfulness and activity, and it is by no means inconsistent with his prinCiples to feel the force of this
consideration, yet love itself sweetens every duty to his mind; and he thinks there is no absurdity in his
feeling the love of God as the grand commanding principle of his life" (1992:287 fn).
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were actually homiletical essays designed to explain the doctrinal distinctives which undergirded and clarified the nature ("faith working in love"), order (prevenient, converting,
sanctifying grace) and scope (personal, social and cosmic) of salvation.
According to Heitzenrater, Wesley emphasized three stages of the experience of
personal salvation: "(1) Repentance, which he called the 'porch' of religion, (2)
justification by faith, the 'door' of religion, and (3) sanctification or holiness, "religion
itself.' His mature theology is perhaps best exemplified in his sermon, 'The Scripture Way
of Salvation' (1767) (1995a:501). Furthermore, the printed sermons were not the sermons
preached. 14 As Outler explains, Sermons on Several Occasions were homiletical essays,
most of which began life in oral form but which Wesley reduced to writing in order to
preserve and promote the doctrinal core ofthe movement (WJW 1:29-38). This raises the
issue of the relationship between the sermons preached and printed. To what degree were
the former accurately depicted in the later?
After a thorough survey of the testimonies of those who heard Wesley preach
Heitzenrater suggested three differences between the oral and written forms (1989:162173). First, the oral sermons tended to be extemporaneous, rughly anecdotal and lively in
delivery. These elements are absent from the written form. Another difference between
the two forms is that the oral sermons tended to be directed more toward conversion rather
than nurture (Heitzenrater 1989:168). The third difference is that the oral sermons were
more simply constructed - often with only two or three main points without all the subpoints of the written versions (Heitzenrater 1989: 170-71). Based on his investigation,
Heitzenrater concludes:

14

"On Charity" preached in 1787 and published a year later is the lone exception (WJW3 :290) .
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The main observation from such a comparison of these records of preached and
published sermons is that there is a definite congruency between the two. The
examples we have examined would seem to indicate that there was more than likely
a consonance of form and a consistency of message between the broader range of
Wesley's published sermons, even though in some ways the latter were designed to
serve a more narrow didactic purpose. The basic difference in the records we have
of the two homiletical forms, preached and printed, is an expected one of occasional
omissions of published material in the former, but the inclusion of more anecdotes
and informal timely comments. It is not surprising, then, that the reports of
Wesley's oral preaching in these cases, though perhaps not dramatic or eloquent in
themselves, point toward homiletic presentations that have more spirit and life than
their published counterparts. (1989: 173)
In summary, Wesley's extemporaneous biblical preaching, laced with affect and
anecdote, stood in stark contrast to the typical Anglican preaching of 18th century England.
Although the Anglican pUlpit was mostly reformed by the late 16th and early 1i h century
(that is up until the Great Revolution), the intervening years were marked by a "rise of
moralism" which eclipsed the reformed soteriological heritage of Edwardian Anglicanism
(Allison 1966:1-62). Profound social and religious convulsions, coupled with a
corresponding fear of antinomianism with no corresponding theological or popular
alternative conspired to create a receptive climate to what Rack describes as the Wesleyan
preaching of "responsible grace in a grand style" (Rack 2002:28-33). The Sermon on the
Mount (and especially the beatitudes) proved to be Wesley favorite text for proclaiming
this message of "responsible grace" and modeling this "grand style."
Wesley on the Sermon
While a lecturer at Oxford, Wesley simultaneously began both preaching extempore
and preaching on the Sermon on the Mount - a combination that would last half a century.
He wrote in November 10, 1734: '''Began preaching extempore on the Beatitudes' - in the
castle in Oxford" (WJW 1: 14). These sermons are good examples of the catechetical
teaching of Wesley, for they demonstrate he full use of the canon of scripture, the
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catechetical requirements of his ministry as well as his sensitivity to the context in which
he ministers. All three concerns are demonstrated in these three sermons of the beatitudes.
Canon. In his exposition of the Sermon on the Mount, Wesley' s allusions and
quotes range throughout the canon of scripture. He is a master practitioner of the analogy
of faith, always reading particular biblical texts within the larger biblical narrative. In his
three expositions of the beatitudes alone there are over three hundred citations or echoes of
other biblical texts (WJW 1:469-530). Sometimes Wesley exegetes a parallel passage as
commentary to the text under examination. For example, regarding the fifth Beatitude,
"blessed are the merciful," Wesley claims this "eminent part of brotherly love is here" and
proceeds to interpret it by a lengthy exposition of! Corinthians 13 (WJW 1:499-507).
Wesley also positions the Sermon on the Mount within Matthew's more particular
narrative of "right worship which leads to right living" portrayal of the gospel (Green
2004). Within the Matthean narrative, the Sermon on the Mount functions as an early
catechesis initiating seekers into the realm of worship, the kingdom of heaven or "the
region oflove" (WJW 1:469,509). Worship reflects the deepest reverence and values of
the heart. The good news is that our hearts can be so transformed that we worship the true,
loving God and thereby become true and loving people, since it is axiomatic that people
reflect what they worship. The experience of becoming transformed worshippers and
disciples of the living God as expressed by the beatitudes is, according to Wesley, "the
genuine religion of Jesus Christ" (WJW 1:530). This is why the beatitudes merit a fuller
examination as expressions of Wesley' s rhetoric of conversion - they embody Wesley's
ideal Christian.
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Context. As discussed in the earlier section, Wesley lived a generation after the
English civil war. But he lived during an age of "the religion of the heart." Religion of the
heart was not merely an emphasis on the affective nature of religion. Nor was it simply a
reaction or corrective to the rationalism of post-reformation dogmatism, for it transcended
national and religious boundaries alike. This "religion of the heart" appeared not only in
the reformed Pietism of the Netherlands and the Lutheran Pietism of Germany, but also in
Roman Catholic Jansenism and Quietism, Russian orthodox splinter groups and Jewish
Hasidism. According to one scholar of this movement:
The religion of the heart movements arose simultaneously
among Europeans
of widely different confessional traditions who, disgusted with what corporate
Christian states had done to each other since the Reformation, and disillusioned
with "objective" appeals to scripture and tradition, turned inwardly to a more
individualistic and (in a certain sense) "subjective" appropriation of the Christian
faith. (Campbell 1991a:177)
Inevitably, this new religious emphasis and the movements that expressed it also required
new methods of proclaiming it.
Wesley's extemporaneous, plain style corresponded to the hunger for a less formal
- some might say less pretentious - religious discourse. One must also remember the
th

Christian world-view of ordinary English people in the 18 century. The Enlightenment
th

had dawned but not yet cast its long shadow. For most individuals of the 18 century the
supernatural still was considered somewhat natural (Rack 2002:23-24, Thomas 1971 :25151).
The vast majority ofthem were as confident and unquestioning of the invisible
reality of God, sin, judgment and the world to come as their descendents today are
of the invisible reality of, for example, human rights.
The fact that they did not
live lives in keeping with their beliefs no more undermined them than the same
thing undermines today's belief in human rights. Rather, it created a people who
knew that they were sinners facing God's judgment, ready to respond greedily to
the offer of salvation. The Methodists' emphasis on justification by faith opened a
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door to heaven for those who despaired of meriting God's favor. (Tomkins
2003:84)

In the Sermon on the Mount Wesley found catechetical material adequate to the needs of
the hour.
Wesley also lived in an age of religious antinomianism, an unfortunate by-product,
in part, of both the reformation and heart-religion (MacCulloch 2004:131, Campbell
1991: 1-17). If salvation was not the result of "works" but faith (as the Reformation
principle sale gratis, sale fide asserted), and if true belief was a matter of the heart (as
Pietist affirmed), then the role of behavior in the entire scheme of salvation was often
downgraded. Wesley referred to this downgrade as antinomianism, and he saw it as one of
the most predictable and harmful distortions of Reformed Christian doctrine - either in its
Quietist or Calvinistic varieties (Coppedge 2003:45-90,221-226). Quietist Moravians who
despised the means of grace, or predestinarian Calvinists who denigrated the role of human
volition and participation, even when preveniently acted upon, essentially denigrated the
nature of faith as interpersonal trust in the Holy Spirit's incarnational mediation. It turned
the divine-human relation into a transaction rather than a participation or friendship.
Wesley's polemics regarding these issues was not a matter of refusing to "let sleeping
dogma's lie" (Tompkins 2003:71). Rather, it was a mattet of "the centrality of
sanctification in Wesley's thought that shaped his reaction to antinomianism, or anything
else that tended to undermine godly living" (Coppedge 2003:223). Wesley was not
doctrinally rigid; he was teleologically determined.
Wesley preached and taught often from our Lord's Sermon because it clarified the
synergistic nature of faith and its organic relationship to good works (Collins 1965:7-8).
For Wesley, faith in the heart was manifest by obedience in the will. The matter was not
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"faith and works" but more truly a "faith that works in love." The problem of
antinomianism could not be solved by adding works to faith but rather by seeing the true
nature of faith as triadic trust in God; the God who calls us into partnership with his
transforming work. The problem was more metaphysical than moral; more a matter of
"dissipation" than "disobedience.,,15 If one could see the world's destiny more clearly than
one would be more inclined to stay the course for true religion is "no less than living in
eternity, and walking in eternity; and hereby walking in the love of God and man, in
lowliness, meekness and resignation. This, and this alone, is that ' life which is hid with
Christ in God'" (WJW I :57-58).16 Wesley's deepest insight into sin is that is a problem of
faith more that a failure of will. Thus, he calls faith the "grand desideratum.

,,17

Wesley' s series on The Sermon on the Mount also sets forth and clarifies the
relation of Christ's imputed righteousness in justification with his imparted righteousness
in sanctification. As Outler demonstrates, Wesley purposely inserted the sermon "The
Lord our Righteousness" just before the series on The Sermon on the Mount in the 1771
edition of his Works. (WJW 1:444). At first, this seems like an intrusion into his ordo

sa/utis, following as it does his two sermons on regeneration, "The Marks of the New
Birth" and "The Great Privilege of Those That are Born of God." Since Wesley argues that
regeneration is the beginning of sanctification (God's work in us), why does he regress to
the justification theme of sermons numbered five and six before elaborating the
sanctification theme in the Sermon on the Mount? According to Outler,
15 Wesley explores this theme more fully in his sermon "Walking by Sight and Walking by Faith" (WJW
3:48-59).
16 This theme is echoed in various sermons but none more clearly than "On Eternity." Wesley places great
stock in faith, accurately understood: "This alone opens the eyes of the understanding to see God and the
things of God. This as it were takes away, or renders transparent, the impenetrable veil. . .. Accordingly a
believer (in the scriptural sense) lives in eternity, and walks in eternity" (WJW2 :368-69).
17 This theme is elaborated in a trilogy of sermons on faith as spiritual vision written in 1787, nos. 117-119 in
the Standard Sermon series.
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A closer look, however, suggests that in 1771 Wesley could see the need for a
clearer restatement between his sermon on faith ' s "privileges" and his series on its
"duties" There would be a good reason for this: in the interval between 1748 and
1771 the conflict with the Calvinists had worsened, and there was an obvious
need at this particular juncture for a clearer statement of his counterposition on
"imputation" and "impartation" in justification by faith. (WJW 1:444)
This sermon was Wesley's most clear and thorough contribution in the long debate on
"formal cause" in justification. The central issue was whether Christ's atonement is to be
understood as the "formal" or "meritorious" cause of justification. This issue, as explored
in chapter two, had divided Anglican theologians for a century (Allison 1966). The
doctrine of formal cause implied a correlation between predestination and irresistible grace;
it allowed for little to no significant human participation (other than Christ's) in our
redemption. Wesley believed such a scheme entailed antinomianism. However,
"meritorious cause" allowed for prevenient grace, the act of faith and universal redemption.
Wesley sided with the meritorious interpretation, largely because he believed it best
preserved holiness of heart and life which was the telos of salvation. (Coppedge 2003:119125).
He also arrived at this conclusion because he came to see the importance of
imputation in justification and impartation in sanctification, as well as the true nature of
faith in all phases of salvation. To the interlocutor who asks "But do not you put faith in
the room of Christ, or of his righteousness," Wesley responds:
By no means. I take particular care to put each of these in its proper place. The
righteousness of Christ is the whole and sole foundation of all our hope. It is by
faith that the Holy Ghost enables us to build upon this foundation. God gives this
faith. In that moment we are accepted of God; and yet not for the sake of that
faith, but of what Christ has done and suffered for us. You see, each of these has
its proper place, and neither clashes with the other: we believe, we love; we
endeavor to walk in all the commandments of the Lord blameless. (WJW 1:459)
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Each ingredient - imputed and imparted righteousness and faith - had its proper place and
function in his evolving understanding and experience of salvation. Wesley unequivocally
adds: "Neither do I deny imputed righteousness: this is another unkind and unjust
accusation. I always did, and do still continually affirm, that the righteousness of Christ is
imputed to every believ.er" (WJW 1:459). And a Calvinist would ask "But do you not
believe in inherent righteousness?" Wesley responded, "Yes, in its proper place; not as the
ground of our acceptance with God, but as the fruit of it; not in the place of imputed

righteousness, but as consequent upon it. That is, I believe God implants righteousness in
everyone to whom he has· imputed it" (WJW 1:458). Ultimately this impartation is the only
test and proof of imputation: "that for this very end the righteousness of Christ is imputed
to us, that 'the righteousn·ess of the law may be fulfilled in us. "'( WJW 1:463).
By putting each in its proper place in the ordo salutis he is preparing the reader to
understand the Sermon on the Mount as Christ's work of impartation, the fruit of imputed
righteousness. Wesley states in an open letter the purpose of his sermon series Upon our
Lord's Sermon on the Mount. They "assert and prove every branch of gospel obedience as

indispensably necessary to eternal salvation" (WJW 1:466). Wesley detects three branches
of obedience which he arranges in a triadic pattern: (1) the sum of true religion; (2) "rules"
touching the right intention which we are to preserve in all our outward actions; and (3)
"the main hindrances to this religion." In "Discourse X," after summarizing the tripartite
pattern of the whole, Wesley summarizes the role of the beatitudes in the whole scheme:

In the fifth chapter our great Teacher has fully described inward religion in its
various branches. He has there laid before us those dispositions of soul which
constitute real Christianity; the tempers contained in that holiness 'without which
no man shall see the Lord'; the affections which, when flowing from their proper
fountain, from a living faith -in God through Christ Jesus, are intrinsically and
essentially good, and acceptable to God. (WJW 1:651)
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Out of the whole series of thirteen sermons based on three chapters, three are devoted to
these opening twelve verses. One can more readily appreciate the disproportionate focus
once Wesley explains their importance. If Wesley understands the Sermon on the Mount
as the essence of the gospel then he views the beatitudes as the essence of the Sermon on
the Mount. Thus, the beatitudes are nothing less than the "the quintessence.

indeed the

fundamentals of Christianity" (WJW 1:530).
Catechesis. Wesley, like Augustine before him, perceives the beatitudes in a
multifaceted manner. They are not primarily ideals, morals, or commands but rather "a
moving interplay between beatitudes, gifts and virtues." Long explains the multifaceted
nature in a particular beatitude thus:
In other words, the beatitude - poverty of spirit - is no longer a struggle to master a
chaotic pride. Instead, it is the logical result of a gift that comes from being caught
up in the movement ofthe Holy Spirit. The beatitude brings joy, not struggle. The
interplay between the theological virtues, gifts, and beatitudes is the "performance"
in the believer of the Holy Spirit's movement. The believer is caught up in the life
of the Trinity and finds his or her nature harmoniously satisfied. (Long 2001: 171)
Specifically, Wesley portrays the beatitudes in three ways. First, he expounds the eight
beatitudes as emblems of righteousness representing the very character of Jesus Christ and
the sum of true religion. He also views them as stages on the way to sanctification,
whereby that self-same righteousness becomes characteristic of the Christian.
Characteristic of his conjunctive theology Wesley combines both features in this
exposition:
Our Lord, first, lays down the sum of all true religion in eight particulars, which he
explains and guards against the false glosses of men, to the end of the fifth chapter.
Some have supposed that he designed in these to point out the several stages of the
Christian course, the steps which a Christian successively takes in his journey to the
promised land; others, that all the particulars here set down belong at all times to
every Christian. And why may we not allow both the one and the other? What
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inconsistency is there between them? It is undoubtedly true that both 'poverty of
spirit' and every other temper which is here mentioned are at all times found in a
greater or less degree in every real Christian. And it is equally true that real
Christianity always begins in poverty of spirit, and goes on in the order here set
down till the 'man of God' is made 'perfect: (WJW1 :475)
Wesley' s dual understanding of the beatitudes - as graces and growth; as disposition and
development - is very similar to Augustine's, as noted above (Augustine 1948: 11-18).
However, Wesley discerns another feature which Augustine fails to mention. 18 Wesley
understands the beatitudes epistemologically: the person characterized by them is also
illuminated to "see God" (WJW 1:513). This is a critical point, for though Wesley
understands God's Kingdom to be a multifaceted reality, he primarily views it as a spiritual
"region oflove" which interacts and impinges on the physical (WJW 1:509). Thus, the
Kingdom of heaven can only be perceived through the "spiritual senses': which faith
restores (Runyon 1998:74-81). Wesley's expositions of the beatitudes clarify how the Holy
Spirit heals "spiritual senses." They present the categories necessary to make sense of
one' s perceptions and how they are healed. These sermons function as a catechesis of the
Kingdom, by interpreting a converts experience and reframing it:
Protestant churches, too, know to persecute, when they have power in their hands,
even unto blood. And meanwhile, how do they also anathemize each other!
Devote each other to the nethermost hell!
0 God! How long? Shall thy
promise fail? Fear it not, ye little flock. Against hope believe in hope. It is your
Father's good pleasure yet to renew the face of the earth. Surely all these things
shall come to an end, and the inhabitants of the earth shall learn righteousness .
Be thou part of the first fruits, if the harvest is not yet. Do thou love thy neighbor as
thyself. The Lord God fill thy heart with such a love to every soul that thou mayst
be ready to lay down thy life for his sake! May thy soul continually overflow with
love, swallowing up every unkind and unholy temper, till he calleth thee up into the
region of love, there to reign with him for ever and ever. (WJW 1: 508-509
[emphasis added])

18 Though in a sequel entitled De vita Beata (On the Happy Life), Augustine does make the connection
(McWilliam 1999).
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All three approaches to the beatitudes had important catechetical and rhetorical
significance. Wesley's exposition of the Sermon on the Mount, and the beatitudes in
particular, were designed, in part, to help new Christians perceive and participate in the
new realm into which they have been born by the Spirit of Christ.
These emblems of righteousness describe the essence of true Christianity. Wesley
often describes the individual beatitudes in terms of "tempers" or "disposition of the sou1."
For example, in his sixth discourse in the series, he describes the beatitudes as the essence
of heart religion:
In the preceding chapter [Matthew 5] our Lord has described inward religion in its
various branches. He has laid before us those dispositions of soul which constitute
real Christianity; the inward tempers contained in that holiness "without which no
man shall see the Lord" - the affections which, when flowing from their proper
foundation, from a living faith in God through Christ Jesus, are intrinsically and
essentially good, and acceptable to God. He proceeds to show in this chapter how
all our actions likewise, even those that are indifferent in their own nature, may be
made holy and good and acceptable to God, by a pure and holy intention. Whatever
is done without this, he largely declares, is of no value before God. (WJW 1:572573 [emphasis added])

Tempers were "habits of the heart;" the deep, often unconscious, patterns of being,
perceiving and relating to God and others which "flow from their proper foundation, a
living faith in God through Christ Jesus." Wesley defines and describes each beatitude in
terms of its inherent virtue or quality and by contrasting it with the countervailing inward
vice it ameliorates. 19
The following three summaries will clarify Wesley' s understanding and use of the
beatitudes in the spiritual formation of Christians.
19 Wesley does not provide a separate exposition of the "antitheses" of Matthew 5:21-48, in part because he
treats them as fulfilled and exemplified in his exposition of the beatitudes. Thus, the antidote to the anger that
leads to murder is meekness (WJW 1:491-93). For Wesley, the deeper motives laid bare by the antitheses are
fulfilled in those whose lives are characterized by the beatitudes. The antitheses function rhetorically as
negative restatements of the positive disposition inherent in the beatitude. The beatitudes and antitheses both
demonstrate a proper understanding and fulfillment of the law which is written in the heart (Meistad
1989:143).
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Beatitudes: Habits of the Heart. Unlike Augustine, Wesley objects to the language
of "virtues" in describing the life of blessedness. The virtues are too horizontal and too
much the product of nature to capture the radical grace inherent in the life of blessedness.
For example, the poor in spirit are those characterized by humble self-awareness; it is a just
sense of our inward and outward sins, due to the Holy Spirit's convicting grace. Wesley
laments that some have monstrously styled this beatitude as the "virtue of humility,"
thereby implying that we should be proud of our humility. "But our Lord's expression is
quite of another kind, conveying no idea to the hearer but that of mere want, of naked sin,
of helpless guilt and misery" (WJW 1 :479). That the spiritual life begins with a sense of
moral failure and spiritual impoverishment is why Wesley claims Christian morality begins
where pagan morality ends: it is "the very first point in the religion of Jesus Christ, leaving
all pagan religion behind" (WJW 1 :480).
After poverty of spirit comes mourning - a predictable experience of spiritual
desolation requiring the assurance of God's forgiveness. The mournful are not those who
are troubled by their own moral failure (that is assumed) but rather those who "mourn after
God, after him in whom they did "rejoice with joy unspeakable' when he gave them to
'taste the good', the pardoning "word, and the powers ofthe world to come'" (WJW

1:483-484). And even after the assurance of salvation, Christians continue to mourn "for
the sins and miseries of mankind . . for weakness and unfaithfulness of those that are in
some measure saved from their sins. . for the dishonor continually done to the Majesty of
heaven and earth" (WJW 1 :486). Since this describes the constant character of the world,
mourning is not merely a passing affect but a spiritual temper, a habit of the Christian
heart.
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The third habit of the heart is meekness. Meekness is commonly misunderstood so
Wesley first clarifies what meekness is not: it is neither stupidity nor apathy; it has nothing
of the character of disinterest or any extremism. Meekness does not destroy but balances
the affections; "it poses the mind aright. . .. When this due composure of mind has
reference to God it is usually termed resignation.... with regard to ourselves we style it
patience or contentedness" (WJW 1:489). Nor does meekness restrain only outward acts.
Wesley contends that meekness, in particular, ameliorates the anger that leads to murderthe first antitheses in Matthew 5:21-26. Such is the curative nature of these spiritual
tempers:
Our Lord has hitherto been more immediately employed in removing the hindrances
of true religion: such is pride, the first, grand hindrance of all religion, which is
taken away by "poverty of spirit"; levity and thoughtlessness, which prevent any
religion from taking root in the soul till they are removed by holy mourning; such
are anger, impatience, discontent, which are all healed by Christian meekness. And
when once these hindrances are removed - these evil diseases of the soul which
were continually raising false cravings therein, and filling it with sickly appetites the native appetite of a heaven-born spirit returns; it hungers and thirsts after
righteousness. (WJW 1:495 [emphasis in original])
Hunger for righteousness is the fourth habit of the heart. For Wesley, this
Beatitude, and the following three, describes the positive dispositions of the soul- the
"image of God, the mind which was in Christ Jesus" (WJW 1:495). Once the soul has
been awakened to its native hunger it can never be satisfied with mere formal religion moralism and formalism. Herein lies Wesley's chief complaint against naturalistic (or antisupernatural) religion; it cannot satisfy the hungers ofthe heart and indeed may quench
them with "a religion of form and outward show, which leaves the heart as earthly and
sensual as ever" (WJW 1:498).
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Mercy - the compassionate and tenderhearted - is the fifth beatitude. Wesley
describes it as the "eminent part of brotherly love" giving a part (mercy) for the whole
(love) and thus provides the climax of the beatitudes. Wesley expounds this beatitude in
terms of Paul's paean of love in I Corinthians 13, for it truly "completes the character of
him that is truly merciful" (WJW 1:507). This experience of love of neighbor is the
fulfilling of the law and true Christianity. But this love springs from love of God. " It
behooves us therefore to examine well upon what foundation our love of our neighbor
stands: whether it is really built upon the love of God; whether 'we' do 'love him because
he first loved us; ' whether we are 'pure in heart." If the mercy (understood as brotherly
love) is the climax of the beatitudes, then heart purity is its foundation. When the heart is
pure, the law is not only kept but the goal of law - communion with God - remains
unimpaired.
He will bless them with the clearest communications of his Spirit, the most intimate
'fellowship with the Father and with the Son.' He will cause his presence to go
continually before them, and the light of his countenance to shine upon them. It is
the ceaseless prayer oftheir heart, 'I beseech thee, show me thy glory:' and they
have the petition they ask of him. (WJW 1:513)
Characteristic of Wesley' s expositions of these beatitudes, heart purity is viewed more
positively than negatively; it is the blessedness that makes possible the vision of God.
The final two beatitudes - blessed are the peacemakers and the persecuted - shift
the focus from what Christians are to be to what they are to do. Peacemaking is understood
by Wesley as proactive, comprehensive shalom-making. In the negative sense, it describes
those who abhor all strife and contention and labor with all their might to prevent it. In the
positive, proactive sense which Wesley emphasizes, a peacemaker is one who,
[B]eing filled with the love of God and of all mankind cannot confine the
expressions of it to his own family, or friends, or acquaintance, or party; or to those
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of his own opinions; no, nor those who are partakers of like precious faith; but steps
over all these narrow bounds that he may do good to every man; that he may some
way or other manifest his love to neighbors and strangers, friends and enemies.
He doth good, to the uttermost of his power, even to the bodies of all men.
How
much more does he rejoice if he can do any good to the soul of any man! (WJW
1:518-519)
Wesley adds that such a person "should be the darling of mankind." But the Lord has a
better understanding of human nature so he closes this description by showing him the
treatment he is to expect in the world. Wesley laments that the people of God are
persecuted by the world for their very difference from the world:
It is for righteousness sake: because they are righteous; because they are "born after
the Spirit," because they "will live godly in Christ Jesus," because they "are not of
the world." Whatever may be pretended, this is the real cause; be their infirmities
more or less, still if it were not for this they would be borne with, and the world
would love its own. (WJW 1:521)

Wesley concludes his description of this final habit of the heart with a fourfold exhortation
to the persecuted: (1) love your enemies, (2) bless those who curse you, (3) do good to
those who hate you and, (4) if you can do nothing more, pray for those who use you. In
such ways, the Christian will embody and reflect the very character of '''your Father who is
in heaven is perfect'" (WJW 1:528-30).
Beatitudes: Steps to Sanctity. Wesley' s pastoral instincts as a spiritual director are
exhibited in the developmental and therapeutic language descriptive of these beatitudes.
The beatitudes as emblems of godliness might lead one to believe that heart religion is an
all-or-nothing affair, requiring neither growth nor assistance. Wesley already differentiated
himself from the Moravians over this misunderstanding, expressed most clearly in his
sermon "The Means of Grace" (WJW I :376-397). Certainly there are moments of crisis
and release in the Christian life; Wesley does not dispute this. Indeed he exhorts its
followers to embrace the radical, periodic intrusion of God ' s empowering love. But the
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Cluistian life is also characterized by growth, regression and resistance to growth. Thus,
Wesley explained that the life of blessedness is progressive in nature, each gift of grace
leading to or entailing the next. And they are synergistic, pulling Cluistians out of
passivity into participation. They advance by their own internal logic or processes. The
first three are curative, the next three preventive and the final two proactive, as the
following figure illustrates:

Curative
l. Poor in Spirit
2. Mournful
3. Meek

Preventive
4. Hunger for righteousness
5. Merciful
6. Pure in heart

Proactive
7. Peacemakers
8. Persecuted

Figure 3
Wesley's Beatitudes

These "eight steps to holiness" work, and must be worked, to experience the life of
blessedness, just as the modem-day Twelve-Step movement must be worked?O For
example, the spiritual journey begins with poverty of spirit because all spiritual
transformation must deal with the disillusionments that blind and bind us. Denial alienates.
However, acknowledgment of one' s spiritual need is the "first step we take in the race
which is set before us" (WJW 1:479). Poverty of spirit is primal honesty over our spiritual
condition and a concomitant humility for it. This is the "foundation of all" that follows

(WJW 1:475).
Mourning typically follows taking an honest spiritual inventory. It is not surprising
that one would mourn what was lost. However, this is not the mourning Wesley describes
as a beatitude. There is a blessed mourning entailed in the new spiritual breakthrough.
This manifests itself in one of two ways: (1) one often mourns God's fleeting presence and
20 George Hunter helpfully puts the 12-Step Recovery Movement into theological and missiological
perspective (2003 : 132-148).
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the loss of assurance accompanied by God's (seeming) absence after initial conversion, and
(2) one mourns for the sins and miseries of humankind. This kind ofmouming is blessed
because it partakes of the grief of God and the comfort of the Holy Spirit (WJW 1:486-87).
The link between mourning and meekness is less obvious - at first. Wesley explains
meekness as a form of spiritual equilibrium or equanimity which results from honest
inventory, repentance and godly comfort (WJW 1:488). The meek are not yet whole but
they are being healed. A disordered and imbalanced life finds order and proportionality.
Life becomes internally regulated - and thus capable of being entrusted with a great
inheritance.
The next three beatitudes follow a different progression from the first three
according to Wesley and merits repeating:
Our Lord has hitherto been more immediately employed in removing the hindrances
of true religion: such is pride, the first, grand hindrances of true religion, which is
taken away by "poverty of spirit".
And when once these hindrances are
removed - these evil diseases ofthe soul which were continually raising false
cravings therein, and filling it with sickly appetites - the native appetite of a
heaven-born spirit returns; it hungers and thirsts after righteousness. (WJW 1:495)
The second set of beatitudes - righteous hunger, mercifulness, and heart purity - form a
triad of sanctifying grace. But how are they related? It is best to conceive of these
beatitudes existing in concentric circles with "righteousness" in the center radiating
outwards. Righteousness defines the sum of our relation with God. Wesley explains its
fundamental nature: "Righteousness (as was observed before) is the image of God, the
mind which was in Christ Jesus. It is every holy and heavenly temper in one; springing
from as well as terminating in the love God as our Father and Redeemer, and the love of all
men for his sake" (WJW 1:495). Mercy, on the other hand, is the love God directed
outward and defines blessedness with others. It is the love of God manifest in godly
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community. Heart purity is not so much a separate experience of grace or beatitude but
rather the culmination of the whole. It is the previous beatitude arising from a motive of
love. Wesley explains:
"The pure in heart" are they whose hearts God hath "purified even as he is pure";
who are purified through faith in the blood of Jesus from every unholy affection;
who, being "cleansed from all filthiness of flesh and spirit, perfect holiness in the"
loving "fear of God." They are, through the power of this grace, purified from
pride by the deepest poverty of spirit; from anger, from every unkind or turbulent
passion, by meekness and gentleness; from every desire but to please and enjoy
God, to know and love him more and more, by that hunger and thirst after
righteousness which now engrosses their whole soul: so that now they love the Lord
their God with all their heart, and with all their soul, and mind, and strength. (WJW
1:511)
The first three beatitudes (curative) are experienced as progressive in nature, until they lead
the convert to a place of spiritual rest and equanimity (meekness). The next three
beatitudes (preventive) seem to be experienced cyclically; each encircling the others
creating a vortex of holiness from which one never really graduates. The final two
beatitudes (proactive) seem to be related as tandems; peacemaking is what the blessed give
to the world and persecution is what they receive in return. All eight become dispositional
with practice.
Beatitudes: Recovering the Spiritual Senses. These beatitudes - progressively
acquired habits of the heart - create the ability to discern the activity and realm of God in
which the new convert now lives, moves and has her being. They serve a function similar
to what Wesley elsewhere refers to as the "spiritual senses"; capacities of spiritual
perception which are latent until re-activated by the Holy Spirit in regeneration (WJW
1:432-34, 439-40). Once these aptitudes or senses are re-activated in the convert, they
"see" what was once veiled or obscure. This new ability to see God's realm constitutes the
"blessedness" of beatitude. The hidden or obscured beauty which is the world now
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becomes apparent. The awareness of incomprehensible beauty - the height, width, depth
and breadth of the love of God wpjch is in Christ Jesus - is itself"blessedness." Wesley
explores this new awareness in all of the beatitudes, underscoring its significance for the
life of discipleship.
What do the "curative blessings" illumine? The first beatitude sets us on a journey
of self discovery. It shows us the "desperate wickedness of our heart.

our alienation

from God, ofthe enmity that is in our carnal mind, and the necessity of our being entirely
renewed in righteousness and true holiness" (WJW 1:483). Mourning illuminates that fact
that we don't see God clearly or consistently until we experience the culminating blessing
of heart purity. We mourn for our lack of sanctity - and for those who don ' t know any
better (WJW 1:483-86). Meekness illuminates the challenge of sanctity in a fallen world.
"They who are truly meek can discern what is evil; and they can also suffer it. They are
sensible of everything of this kind; but still meekness holds the reigns". (WJW 1:490).
The "preventive blessings" illuminate and equip one for the challenges of ongoing
spiritual health - or - holiness. They each have a counterfeit of which Wesley warns.
Hungering and thirsting after righteousness is the first preventive blessing and the ground
for all the rest. It is "the strongest of all the spiritual appetites, which when it is once
awakened in the heart; yea, it swallows up all the rest in that one great desire to be renewed
after the likeness of him that created us" (WJW 1:496). Righteousness is essentially the
image of God and the mind of Christ in restoration. It is impossible for this hunger to be
satisfied by religion (the outward means), its most seductive counterfeit. Wesley warns:
Beware of quenching that blessed hunger and thirst by what the world calls religion
- a religion of form, of outward show, which leaves the heart as earthly and sensual
as ever. Let nothing satisfy thee but the power of godliness, but a religion that is
spirit and life; the dwelling in God and God in thee, the being an inhabitant of
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eternity; the entering in by the blood of sprinkling "within the veil," and "sitting in
heavenly places with Christ Jesus." (WJW 1:498)
Experiencing God, living the life oftme blessedness, equips one to see the counterfeit.
Spiritual hunger does not lead to mercy (broadly defined) but entails it.
Mercifulness is what Wesley calls "the eminent part of brotherly love" (WJW 1:499).
Mercy' s counterfeit is compassionate forbearance (though mercy includes it). Thus, as
shown above, he expounds this beatitude in terms of Paul's exhaustive account oflove in I
Corinthians 13. Mercifulness is the communal face of love; the recognition that liberality,
forgiveness and forbearance are not the exceptions but the norms in human interaction.
The experience of love helps one "see" that it is more - though certainly not less - than
compassionate deeds.
Both spiritual hunger and mercifulness (understood as love of neighbor) arise from
the next beatitude: purity of heart. Wesley understands purity of heart as both foundation
("upon what foundation our love of neighbor stands") and culmination of a life of
blessedness. The pure in heart now see all things in God, experiencing the temporal goal of
their salvation. Wesley arrives at this momentous point in his exposition, which could be
described as the Methodist "beatific vision":
They see him in the firmament of heaven, in the moon walking in brightness, in the
sun when he rejoiceth as a giant to run his course. They see him "making the
clouds his chariots, and walking upon the wings of the wind." They see him
"preparing rain for the earth," "and blessing the increase of it," "giving grass for the
cattle, and green herb for the use of man." They see the Creator of all wisely
governing all, and "upholding all things by the word of his power." "0 Lord, our
Governor, how excellent is thy name in all the world!" (WJW 1:513-14)
Wesley adds that the pure in heart not only see God in creation and providence,
"but in a more especial manner they see God in his ordinances

They see him,

as it were, face to face, and talk to him as a man talking with his friend - a fit
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preparation for those mansions above wherein they shall 'see him as he is'" (WJW
1:514). The pure in heart have, as it were, 20/20 vision; not complete vision but
they see all things in God with a new simplicity and unitary vision (WJW 4:2959/

1

In a sense, spiritual maturity is the strengthening of faith to the point of clear

and precise spiritual vision. Faith is both the instrument and goal of spiritual
growth.
Alpha: Sermon on the Mount as "Challenging Lifestyle"
Nicky Gumbel wrote a series of sermons (or talks) on the Sermon on the Mount
entitled Challenging Lifestyle (1996). They were designed to be part of the curriculum for
a two year catechesis program, following the Alpha Course (1996:9). To appreciate their
place in Alpha it is first helpful to understand how the talks were developed and then to
examine the talks on the beatitudes for insight into the spiritual pedagogy of the movement.
Gumbel's Talks
Each of these talks takes approximately forty minutes to deliver, the same amount
oftime to deliver the Alpha course talks. The Alpha course talks were originally
developed by the Rev. John Irvine, who based them on the Intervarsity talks he gave while
a clergy chaplain at Oxford University in the 1980s (Interview April 2003). Nicky re-wrote
the talks to fit a more seeker oriented audience. Nevertheless, the talks follow the same
general structure: opening introduction, explanation of the text or topic, ample illustrations
and application designed to invite a response. The introduction of humor was Gumbel's
characteristic trademark. Sandy Millar says this is because they learned that the

21 Wesley's trilogy of sermons on faith - "On the Discoveries of Faith," On the Omnipresence of God," and
"Walking by Sight and Walking by Faith" - explain faith as the unique modality of our knowledge of
spiritual reality that only grows clearer as we grow in grace. These reflections in his later years sum up
Wesley's mature reflections on this most distinct charism of his movement.
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seriousness that some evangelists brought to an evangelistic talk was counter-productive.
"We learned that too much seriousness was off-putting," noted Millar (Baucum April
2003). Nicky explains the shift in rhetorical strategy this way:
I came across something that G. K. Chesterton said. And I've always thought this,
but I wouldn't have dared say it if! hadn't read it in G. K. Chesterton! He wrote
this in Orthodoxy, he says: "One settles down into a sort of selfish seriousness. But
one has to rise to" - and he is using it in the old fashioned sense of the word - "gay
self-forgetfulness. Seriousness is not a virtue. ·It's really a natural trend or lapse
into taking oneself gravely. Because it's the easiest thing to do. It's much easier to
write a good leading article for The Times than it is to write a good joke for the
Punch. For solemnity flows out of people naturally, but laughter is a leap. It's easy
to be heavy, its hard to be light. Satan fell by force of gravity." (Gumbel 2002:65)
Humor is the way Gumbel most characteristically connects at the affective level; it is not
the "grand style" but it does help sway the serious. Much of Gumbel's teaching is to deal
honestly with the questions that seekers struggle with. Sometimes these questions are
addressed directly, but even when they are not, they are never far from the mind of the
teacher. 22 Gumbel is very much a seeker-oriented teacher. Unlike Wesley, there is little to
no divergence between the oral and written sermons. Both forms of talks brim with
contemporary anecdotes and illustrations.
Gumbel on the Beatitudes

In the Foreword to Challenging Lifestyle, Gumbel's expositions of the Sermon on
the Mount, it is made clear that he produced these materials primarily for new Christians in
a post-Christian society. He assumes his audience knows little of the Bible, so he provides
his audience with a "seeker sensitive" and elementary introduction to Christian teaching
and ethics. His primary rhetorical strategy is to answer the questions new Christians likely
have about Christian living as they arise in the text; each teaching is framed as a "how to"

22

The Alpha Course is usually simply advertised as "Seeking the answers to life."
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lesson. Furthennore, he defines the beatitudes as "beautiful attitudes."

23

The beatitudes

are divided into two sections, covered by two separate talks. "How to Live under God's
Blessings" covers the first set of four; "How to Have an Influence on Society" covers the
second set of four beatitudes. These eight steps introduce the main themes and ideas of the
entire Sennon:
In the opening verses of the Sennon on the Mount, Jesus answers the question:
What sort of people should we be? He describes in eight steps the kind of character
we should have. The first four steps are about our relationship with God and we
will look at these in this first chapter. The second four are about our relationship
with others and we will come to those in Chapter 2. (Gumbel 1996:17)
In "How to Live under God's Blessing," Gumbel addresses the vertical dimension
of Christian living in four steps. First, poor in spirit are those who lack spiritual pride,
those who feel spiritually desperate and a complete failure, morally speaking. This
experience of spiritual destitution leads, in time, to weeping, which is the second step.
Those who mourn (or weep) over their spiritual poverty are blessed because they are
experiencing "godly grief." Gumbel interprets this grief as a gift of the Holy Spirit:
When the Spirit of God comes upon a man or woman the experience is sometimes
accompanied by tears. Sometimes past hurts are being healed. Often someone is
mourning over opportunities wasted and a sense of spiritual poverty
. Jesus said
that when this happened to people, "They will be comforted" (vs. 4). In this age
when the Spirit is poured out "on all people" (Acts 2: 17), we see how the Spirit of
God, known as the Comforter, comes alongside a person and brings them
encouragement. He assures them of forgiveness and cleansing and that "in Christ"
they are proclaimed righteous. Often, as we observe the ministry of the Holy Spirit,
we see tears tum to joy and even laughter, although our comfort will only be
complete in heaven. (Gumbel 1996:20)
In the third step of a believer's experience oftransfonnation is the blessing of meekness.
Here Gumbel displays his gift for memorable word pictures. He explains that meek does
not mean weak or spineless. Rather, it is the posture of submission to the master; it readies
23 Gumbel attributes this phrase to Billy Graham. It is consonant with Wesley's definition of the beatitudes as
tempers or dispositions (WJW 1:475).
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one to receive the fullness of what God wants to give. Meekness "means 'broken,' not in
the sense of destroyed or shattered, but in the sense that a horse is broken when it is tamed:
strength under submission" (Gumbel 1996:20). Finally, when explaining the fourth step to hunger and thirst for righteousness - Gumbel 's exegetical and analytical skills are on
display. First, Gumbel explains why people's hunger for righteousness is so meager and
thus why their relationship with God is so easily dissipated. In a similar fashion to Wesley,
Gumbel describes this beatitude as pivotal in the divine-human friendship, functioning as
the climactic one in the vertical dimension.
In the Greek New Testament text the word for righteousness is in the accusative
case and not the genitive. If it were in the genitive it would mean "to desire partial
righteousness" - a slice of the loaf. As it is in the accusative, it means the whole
thing - the whole loaf. It means "to desire to be entirely righteous." We are not to
be satisfied with anything less than a righteous life; we cannot accept partial
goodness. It is not enough to live a Christian life when we feel like it and do what
we like at other times. A righteous life is one that is righteous 24 hours a day. It is
an integrated Christian life which is lived out in an ongoing relationship with God
affecting everything we do, say and think. The problem with many of us is that we
are not that desperate. We don't want to pay the price. We say, "Lord, make me
holy, but not completely holy quite yet, if You don't mind." (Gumbel 1996:22-23)
The person who hungers and thirst to live a righteous life will be satisfied. Jesus promises
that all who take these steps will live under God's blessing.
In his second talk on the Beatitudes - "How to Have an Influence on Society" Gumbel examines the horizontal dimension of God's blessing. It too consists of four steps.
Gumbel links them directly to the preceding four. He diagnoses the moral and social
sickness of contemporary England in her failure to understand or walk these next four
steps. However, the deeper problem is that they have been disconnected from their vertical
source.
Once the basis of a moral code has been rejected, sooner or later the code itself is
questioned.
Jesus said that the first command was to "love the Lord your God
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with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind," and that the
second was to "love your neighbor as yourself' (Matthew 22:37-39). In the first
chapter we saw that the first four Beatitudes are about our relationship with God.
The next four are about our relationship with others. (Gumbel 1996:25-26)
By this linkage, Gumbel places himself in the same moral theological tradition as Wesley
and Augustine.24
The fifth beatitude (the first step in the horizontal dimension), is to be merciful.
Mercy is the character of the divine most readily apparent in those who have been
reconciled to God. As Gumbel points out, "It is not that we can earn God's mercy. Rather,
the fact that we forgive is evidence that we have been forgiven by God (Luke 7:47). It is
not a bargain with God, but a virtuous circle" (Gumbel 1996:27). This is the first step in
the blessedness of our relationships because those who "fall into the category of the first
four Beatitudes realize how much they need God's mercy" (Gumbel 1996:27). The sixth
beatitude - the pure in heart - refers to those who are sincere in their relationships. This
step follows naturally from the fifth step because "the merciful hold nothing against their
brothers and sisters" (Gumbel 1996:28). Step seven is a cumulative step, because it entails
a comprehensive peace: inner peace, peace between people and, most importantly, with
God. Gumbel says the reason peacemakers will "be called sons of God" (vs.9) is because
''we will bear the family likeness of our heavenly Father because He is the ultimate
peacemaker" (1996:28). The final beatitude - blessing of those persecuted for
righteousness ' sake - is the eighth step of blessedness. Much like Wesley, Gumbel warns
new Christians not to be surprised when they are persecuted. "We are the conscience of
mankind and that can be very unpopular" (Gumbel 1996:30).

Stephen Long traces Wesley' s moral tradition back to Augustine and St. Paul, who never divorced ethics
from theology proper; the quest for God and goodness are as inseparable as the two tablets of the Decalogue.
This moral tradition was undone in the 18 th century, but Wesley resisted this effort (2005:37-123).
24
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These eight beatitudes are a coherent whole. As noted earlier, Matthew
demonstrates this with the literary device of an "inc1usio" - both the first and last beatitude
end with, "for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." Gumbel explains that this is because these
attitudes are emblematic of citizens of God's kingdom. He demonstrates their organic
connection in the character of one who has been transformed by God's grace:
I.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Crying out, "0 God, have mercy!"
Weeping over our condition.
Being so broken as to be willing to accept any criticism.
Being not only desperate about the past, but longing to do something about
the future.
Knowing our own need and being merciful to others.
Complete openness.
Blessing others in every possible way.
Expecting nothing in return, except persecution.

This is what life looks like in Kingdom; it is experienced on earth under the sponsorship of
the Holy Spirit. When they characterize the life of the believer, then they can be assured of
God's inner work.

Rhetoric in Early Methodism and Alpha
Both Wesley and Gumbel preach the beatitudes as motives and attitudes of the
heart, the place where real Christianity is evident. They also both interpret them as steps or
stages in the ongoing sanctification of the Christian. For Wesley, the Sermon on the Mount
(and the beatitudes in particular) is how Christ's imputed righteousness becomes "imparted
righteousness." For Gumbel, "Jesus is teaching us here how to work out what God has
worked in" (Gumbel 1996:13). As catechists, neither Wesley nor Gumbel believes it is
possible to separate the quest for God from the quest for goodness. The two tablets of the
Decalogue are enshrined in the Great Commandment and in the Beatitudes, which cannot
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be separated. This is made clearer in Gumbel's outline; Wesley re-iterates it more often
and more forcefully.
The most noteworthy difference between these two catechists is their theological
frameworks.

25

Wesley is instructing a burgeoning movement against the backdrop of the

holy living tradition and his own commitment toward perfection in love. The Beatitudes
are stages of perfection; steps on the royal road to holiness of heart and life. Gumbel, on
the other hand, is instructing converts within Anglican Charismatic theology.26 As he
states in the introduction to his talks, the Sermon on the Mount "it is quite impossible even
to begin to live as Jesus taught without the help of His Spirit .... As we receive Christ and
the help of His Spirit, He sends us back to the Sermon on the Mount to learn how to live
out our faith" (Gumbel 1996: 12-13). The Beatitudes are steps to the abundant life ofliving
in the Spirit. Indeed Gumbel interprets them pneumatologically. "They are like the fruit of
the Spirit, in that they are for all Christians. They are not just for a spiritual elite; they are
for all the followers of Christ" (Gumbel 1996: 17).
For early Methodism and for Alpha (as well as the early Church) the point of the
Christian life is to live beatifically - on the royal road to true happiness.

To the degree that one understands Wesley's perfectionism in Pentecostal or pneumatological categories
rather than moral ones, then their frameworks are complimentary (Wood 2003 :163-207).
26 Interestingly, Fairfield (2000) traces this genealogy of this theology back to its Wesleyan roots.
25

CHAPTER 6
Roles: Trying on Faith

One of social psychology' s premier lessons is that people are more likely to act
themselves into a new way of thinking than they are to think themselves into a new way
of acting (Myers 1999:137-157). Religious studies scholars have applied this insight to
conversion (Rambo 1993 :121-123). It is understood that people are more likely to
experience a personal transformation if they can fit into a role that helps them experience
new possibilities for the self. The social roles we wear shape the self; that we become
what we wear has become axiomatic for social psychologists. The various roles we play
are vital to expanding the self so that we realize our fullest potential (Gergen 1995: 136144). In this way, "pretense becomes reality" (Myers 1999:41).
The transformative power of roles holds equally true for the advocates of religious
change as it does for potential adherents. Potential witnesses better facilitate conversion
if they can fit into an advocate' s role. An emphasis on "roles" in identity transformation
"sees conversion as a change in expectations, values and norms within a social network.
Roles are derived from institutions and beliefs, not from personality or innate character."
Furthermore, "role change is an internalization and integration of the changes in
relationships, rhetoric and ritual" (Rambo 1993:122-123). According to Rambo, in the
conversion process people first adopt the role ofthe inquirer or advocate (and eventually
convert), then act accordingly. Helping advocates to advocate and inquirers to inquire is
part of the genius of early Methodism and Alpha.
Thus a key dynamic common to both these groups - inquirer and advocate - is
"role." Role is not to be confused with traditional "role-play," which is a way of
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exploring the experience of others as ifit was one's own. Role-play is more imaginary
and ephemeral than is trying on a role in as social system. Instead, a role is a way of
putting an individual into a certain context, a member of this or that social system (or
narrative) who becomes engaged within that system. It is a holistic concept, emphasizing
an awareness of the whole context into which one is placed and acts. For example, it is
possible to learn some of the skills of an instructor, but to be effective it is essential at the
same time to practice being a teacher, to actually have an understanding of oneself in that
role. So it is with conversion. One must begin to understand oneself as no longer
rebellious or estranged from God but in the new role of being God's child, learning a
familial identity, with all the privileges and responsibilities which it entails. In a role, one
tries on a new identity like one would try on a new dress, or pair of trousers (Dartington
2002:319). In this sense, a role is not so much make-believe but rather a "faith
experiment" which allows the seeker to explore the option of ChriSt.I

Catechumenate: The Roles in the Body
The catechumenate was in this sense a safe context for Christian nurture. It
provided seekers the opportunity to "try on" the identity of a child of God. But it also
helped the church recover its vocation as a servant, Spirit-gifted community. It presumed
that within every Christian community there were enough "master" Christians to
apprentice others in the art of kingdom living. Here a synergy exists between apprentice
and master, which helps both attain their true identity in the family of God. In an indirect
way the catechumenate becomes a means of congregational renewal.
Restoring the catechumenate may not only renew traditional ministries (of
deacons, catechists, and sponsors); it may also catalyze the growth of other less
I

Faith experiments are discussed in chapter two .
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ordered, more informal ministries : that of evangelists and healers, song leaders
and storytellers, specialists in hospitality and in spiritual direction. Such
diversification may help de-clericalize the Church 's ministry. It may give fresh
susbstance to the phrase "priesthood of all believers" and may help us again see
that "laos is a priestly name for priestly persons. '" (Harmless 1995 : 10-11)
As new persons are born into the faith, the church recovers its own maternal role in the
economy of salvation.
Catechumens
"Catechumen" has both a generic and a specific referent. Generally, the term
refers to all those who are being prepared for baptism and Eucharist, for full inclusion in
the church. More specifically, it refers to the middle stage of the catechumenate, which
could normally last anywhere from one to three years. Catechumens were regarded as
Christians; the ritual crossing on their forehead after their initial period of inquiry marked
them out as belonging to Christ. This initial rite "mark[ ed] their reception and first
consecration by the Church." Henceforth, the catechumens are to be regarded - as they
were in the early church - as "Christians," as "part of the household of Christ"
(ICEL1988:41,47). They have been conceived by the Spirit, marked as Christ's ownbut they have not yet been born again in the waters of baptism. Catechumens are in this
sense the unborn children of the church, just as the catechumenate is the womb of the
church and has as its purpose to nurture this new life to fruition.
Sponsor
A sponsor was a "threshold person" who fulfilled several functions in the
initiation of the new convert. First and foremost, they accompanied the inquirer through
all the stages of the catechumenate. At each stage along the way they bore witness to the
sincerity and authenticity of the catechumen's motives and piety. This is the function
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that Ananias played in Saul's life; he bore witness to the authenticity of his religious
quest to the church in Damascus (cf. Acts 9).
The first post-apostolic account of the sponsor's role occurs in Hippolytus'
Apostolic Tradition. Just as Ananias did for Saul, the sponsor appears before the church
on behalf of the inquirer to attest to the sincerity of his or her inquiry, especially
evidenced by their repudiation of various forbidden occupations (Stewart-Sykes 2001 :9798). After a period of formative instruction (catechumenate proper), the catechumen is
re-examined before being enrolled for baptism. However, even at this stage, the sponsor
is also questioned about the authenticity of the inquirer's transformation; did they live
piously, visit the sick and widow, give alms, etc. What is most instructive about the role
of the sponsor in the Apostolic Tradition is that sponsors are never given a proper name
or title. They are recognized solely by what they do, that is, by their role. They are
"those who brought them" (Stewart-Sykes 2001: 105-07).
In the late fourth century, a Christian pilgrim named Egeria documents the

baptismal process employed in the church in Jerusalem. As in the Apostolic Tradition,
sponsors continue to attest to the character and growth of the catechumens, only in this
case they are given a name and more differentiated role. They are called "god mother" or
"god father," suggesting that now a more intimate and responsible relationship between
sponsor and candidate is involved or encouraged (Ruth 1997:68). Chrysostom, also
writing late in the

4th

century, addresses sponsors specifically in one of his many

catechetical sermons. In an extended passage about the role of sponsors, Chrysostom
also uses the imagery of Egeria but explains it in terms of someone who takes
responsibility for a child - or someone who co-signs a note for a friend:
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Do you wish me to address a word to those who are sponsoring you, that they too
may know what recompense they deserve if they have shown great care for you,
and what condemnation follows if they are careless? Consider, beloved, how
those who go surety for someone in a matter of money set up for themselves a
greater risk than the one who borrows the money and is liable for it. If the
borrower be well disposed, he lightens the burden for his surety; if the
dispositions of his soul be ill, he makes the risk a steeper one. Wherefore, the
wise man counsels us, saying: If thou be surety, think as if thou wert to pay it. If,
then, those who go surety for others in a matter of money make themselves liable
for the whole sum, those who go surety for others in matters of the spirit and on
an account which involves virtue should be much more alert. They ought to show
their paternal love by encouraging, counseling, and correcting those for whom
they go surety.
Let them not think that what takes place is a trifling thing, but let them see
clearly that they share in the credit ifby their admonition they lead those entrusted
to them to the path of virtue. Again, if those they sponsor become careless, the
sponsors themselves will suffer great punishment. That is why it is customary to
call the sponsors "spiritual fathers," that they may learn by this very action how
great an affection they must show to those they sponsor in the matter of spiritual
instruction. If it is a noble thing to lead to a zeal for virtue those who are in way
related to us, much more should we fulfill this precept in the case of the one
whom we receive as a spiritual son. You, the sponsors, have learned that no slight
danger hands over your heads if you are amiss. (cited in Ruth 1997:48)
The intensity ofChrysostom ' s rhetoric underscores the importance of the sponsor's role.
The sponsor "co-signs" on the reliability of the candidate' s faith - and is held liable ifhe
or she "defaults." Thus Chrysostom wants them to take seriously their obligation to
persevere in "encouraging, counseling, and correcting." These obligations hightlight the
"threshold" function of the sponsor, representing the candidate to the church and the
church to the candidate.
Accompaniment and witness were not the only functions of the sponsor, however.

In some churches, the sponsor actually participated in the ritual process which
symbolized the new identity of the catechumen. For example, the sponsor would often
perform various ceremonial functions such as placing the stole over the head of the
candidate during the rites of examination or clothing them with new garments after
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baptism, both of which signified an alteration in identity. This mentoring relationship
therefore had pedagogical and ritual expressions (Ruth 1997:70).
Catechists
The term "catechist" (from Gk. Katecheo, "instruct") occurs in the New
Testament only in Galatians 6:6. It means the same as didaskaloi, "teachers," who in 1
Corinthians 12:28 and Ephesians 4:11 had the task of instructing in the fundamentals of
the faith (Schwern 1999:366). The spread of Christianity called for a catechumenate and
the office of "catechist." The principal role of the catechist within the catechumenate
was to create an environment conducive to faith. Thus it presumed someone who was an
expert in the fine art of "conversion therapy." This was not a psychologist but rather
someone who was: "capable of (1) nurturing people through the trauma of God's
inconoclastic grace, (2) of protecting them 'from the church's insensitivity to the crisis,'
and (3) of bringing both the Church and the converting individual into a sustained
relationship, that is, into communion. Clearly this presumes high standards and
considerable expertise" (Harmless 1995: 17-18). These three functions - nurturing,
protecting, and joining people in the quest for faith - is further elaborated by Augustine,
the first to write a handbook for catechists, entitled First Catechetical Instruction (1946).
Here Augustine elaborates three points.
First, Augustine instructs the catechists concerning his approach to the audience.
He does this best by scrutinizing the candidates' motives - whether they come for fear
and love of God or rather from some temporal advancement or preferment (Augustine
1946:24-25). The twofold love of God, which is the final aim of the instruction, should
recur constantly throughout the conversation. The message - comprising the whole

215
history of salvation up to the present - should be presented according to the hearers'
capacity and powers of comprehension. All must be duly warned of the temptation
peculiar to this search, and all that might draw them from the love of God (1946:26-29).
Finally, special care must be taken to differentiate classes of catechumens: the well
educated, whose intelligence must not be insulted by dwelling on things they already
know, and students from the schools of grammar and rhetoric (a note with an
autobiographical ring to it) must be encouraged to have a humility and love of the
Scriptures (Augustine 1946:30-34).
Second, Augustine instructs concerning the catechist's disposition and attitudes
(1946:34-51). The catechist, despite discouraging responses, should deal indulgently and
patiently, like a mother hen tending her brood, repeating when necessary and prodding
the indifferent and the slow learners with questions, similes and other rhetorical
stimulants. The affect of the catechist, his attitude toward the audience is considered
critical to the whole enterprise. This is because Augustine believed teaching was an
inter-subjective and inter-personal enterprise: "For so great is the power of sympathy,
that when people are affected by us as we speak and we by them as they learn, we dwell
each in the other and thus both they, as it were, speak in us what they hear, while we,
after a fashion, learn in them what we teach" (1946:41).
Finally, in his model of catechesis, Augustine approaches salvation history
existentially. Assuming the seekers have come for the proper motive (the gift of eternal
life rather than social preferment), Augustine appeals to their interest in "spiritual rest":
For even in this life men seek rest and repose from great labors, but because of
their perverse desires they do not find it. For they wish to be at rest amid things
that are neither stable nor lasting; and because in course of time these objects are
withdrawn and pass away, they vex their victims with fear and anguish and allow
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them no rest. For if a man should seek to find rest in his riches, he is rendered
proud rather than free from care. Do we not see how many have lost their wealth
of a sudden, how many too have perished by reason of it, either through their
eagerness to possess it, or because their wealth is carried off from them when
overcome by yet more covetous persons? ... Therefore he who desires true rest and
true happiness must raise his hope from things that perish and pass away and
place it in the Word of God; so that, cleaving to that which abides forever, he may
also together with it abide forever. (Augustine1946:52-53)
From this point on Augustine unfolds the message of God' s Word, helping the
inquirer at various junctures to see herself in the story (1946:58-81 ). According to
Augustine, the role of the catechist was to conjure a Scripture-shaped world into which
the seeker might learn to "live, move and have their being." For "the early Christian
catechists were attempting not so much to impart concepts as to nurture communities
whose values would be different from those of conventional society" (Kreider 1999:23).

Early Methodism: "Role-playing" in the Fields of the Lord
Just as Augustine relied on catechists to nurture, protect and join new believers in
the quest for faith, Wesley also established specific ministry roles to guide and encourage
emerging Christians. Comprised of an interlocking system of pastoral groups, early
Methodism developed as a second-tier of ministry outside the conventional parish
system. Methodism 's unique roles were necessary in order for this sodality to function
effectively. Each group or entity corresponded to, and existed to support, a spiritual
experience codified in Wesley' s via salutis.
To represent prevenient grace, Wesley used the united societies. To promote
converting grace, he developed the class meeting. And to advance sanctifying
grace, he emphasized the band meetings. The point here is not to describe these
groups in detail but rather to show how each theological concept is matched by a
corresponding ministry expression. The way to heaven is a journey from birth to
death - a journey that combines supernatural power with a structural reality.
(Harper 2003 :122)

217
The class meeting came to function to encourage and foster an openness toward initial
justifying faith. As such, it became the evangelistic engine of the Wesleyan movement.
Many scholars have hailed it as Wesley's greatest contribution to the ministry of
evangelism (Henderson 1997, Watson 1985).
One of the most intriguing facts about the class meeting is that it developed
initially as a fund-raising rather than a pastoral scheme. Wesley had been frustrated for
some time with the lack of close pastoral oversight and discipleship in his societies,
especially for those persons who were recently converted or awakened. He explains the
pastoral challenge that led to his most famous yet serendipitous discovery:
But as much as we endeavored to watch over each other, we soon found some that
did not live in the gospel. I do not know that any hypocrites were crept in, for
indeed there was no temptation; but several grew cold, and gave way to the sins
which had long easily beset them. We quickly perceived there were many ill
consequences of suffering these to remain among us. It was dangerous to others,
inasmuch as all sin is of an infectious nature. It brought such a scandal upon their
brethren as exposed them to what was not properly the reproach of Christ. It laid
a stumbling-block in the way of theirs, and caused the truth to be evil spoken of.
We groaned under these inconveniences long, before a remedy could be found.
The people were scattered so wide in all parts of the town, from Wapping to
Westminster, that I could not easily see what the behavior of each person in his
own neighborhood was; so that several disorderly walkers did much hurt before I
was apprised of it. At length, while we were thinking of quite another thing, we
struck upon a method for which we have cause to bless God ever since." (WJW
9:260)
The story of Captain Foy' s stewardship campaign is legendary in Methodism, for
in it lay the solution to its early evangelistic dilemma. Wesley explains its serendipitous
nature:
I was walking with several ofthe Society in Bristol (February 15, 1742)
concerning the means of paying the debts there, when one stood up and said: "Let
every member of the Society give a penny a week, till all are paid." Another
answered: "But many of them are poor, and cannot afford to do it." "Then," said
he, "put eleven of the poorest with me, and ifthey can give nothing, I will give for
them as well as for myself; each of you call upon eleven of your neighbors
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weekly; receive what they give, and make up what is wanting." It was done. In
awhile some of them informed me they found such and such a one did live as he
ought. It struck me immediately, "This is the thing, the very thing we have
wanted so long." I called together all the leaders of the classes (so we used to term
them and their companies), and desired that each would make a particular inquiry
into the behavior of those whom he saw weekly. They did so. Many disorderly
walkers were detected. Some turned from their evil ways, and some put away
from us." (WJW9:260-61)
The classes that originated in the Bristol society were quickly replicated in the rest of the
Methodist societies. Within a year the classes became class "meetings," partly to make
the leaders' collection of monies more convenient, but also to allow members to share
their concerns to the class as a whole, rather than to the leader alone. This gave rise to a
dynamic of mutual affection and accountability, which in tum created two new distinct
roles: the class member and the leader.
Class Member
Though early Methodism was a religious society, people never joined the society

per se. Entrance into the society was through the classes. The early Methodist class
meeting was the initiatory group of the Wesleyan societies. A proper and consistent
attendance ofthe classes was the sole prerequisite of the societies. To be a class member
was to be, functionally speaking, a catechumen of the early Methodist societies. Wesley
made this correlation explicit. Those who gathered together regularly and faithfully to
hear the Word of God and practice righteousness began to "lay hold on eternal life."
Upon reflection I could not but observe, this is the very thing which was from
the begilliling of Christianity
But as soon as any of these were so
convinced of the truth as to forsake sin and seek the gospel salvation, they
immediately joined them together, took an account of their names, advised them
to watch over each other, and met these KaTTJxov/lcllOl (catechumens, as they
were then called) apart from the great congregation, that they might instruct,
rebuke, exhort, and pray with them and for them, according to their several
necessities. (WJW9:258)
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Being at the initiatory and probationary stage of the society, class members had
responsibilities and privileges specific to this role (Watson 1985 :93-98). Membership
guidelines for class members were stated in the General Rules (1743). Membership was
granted solely to those who evidenced a "desire to flee from the wrath to come, to be
saved from their sins" (WJW9:70). Furthermore, the fruit of this desire was evidenced

"[j]irst, By doing no harm, by avoiding evil in every kind - especially that which is most
generally practiced.

Secondly, By doing good, by being in every kind merciful after

their power, as they have opportunity doing good of every possible sort and as far as is
possible to all men.

Thirdly, by attending upon all the ordinances of God (WJW9 :70-

73). As in the catechumenate, the emphasis of the classes was upon behavioral reform,
especially in the form of repenting of a former way of life (Kreider 1999,1-9). These
"eighteenth-century catechumens" were called upon to "act" their way into a new way of
thinking and being because "the candidates' socialization and their professions and life
commitments would determine whether they could receive what the Christian community
considered to be good news" (Kreider 1999:23).
Also, these behaviors may be classified as renunciations and affirmations,
activities and behaviors to avoid or to enjoin. Many of these renunciations were specific
to the social context out of which people were being converted. Thus, "drunkenness,
fighting, buying and selling uncustomed goods" were specifically forbidden. These
characterized the life of many of the seekers and were impediments to the grace of God.
On the other hand, members were enjoined to visit the sick and imprisoned, clothe the
naked and feed the hungry, but especially to do good to those "that are of the household
of faith, or groaning so to be" (WJW9 :72). In addition to these "behavioral
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modifications," the early Methodist seeker was also required to attend to what could be
called "belonging modifications": namely devotions of worship, including fasting and the
various ministries of Word and sacrament operative in the Church of England. This
three-fold rule of the early Methodist class meeting gave the early Methodist societies
their distinct social identity as "schools of holy living" (Henderson 1997:90).2
Preachers/Assistants
Wesley designated one group of leaders, his preachers, to supervise the class
leaders. He sometimes referred to them as "assistants," designating the particular
relationship he had with them. In the 1744 Conference, the following distinction is made:
"Preachers, under the name of Assistants and Helpers, the former being superintendents
of the latter" (Jackson, Works 5:521). So though not all preachers were assistants, all
assistants were preachers in the Methodist connexion; they either functioned in the role of
assistant (supervising the classes and their leaders) or helper (assisting the assistants in
their supervision and/or in training to become assistants themselves).
The preachers functioned in the absence of a "minister" (i.e. ordained clergyman)
as Wesley's proxies within the society. In A Plain Account of the People Called
Methodists (1749), Wesley delineates the following seven responsibilities of his
assistants:
(1) To expound every morning and evening.
(2) To meet the United Society, the Bands, the Select Society, and
Penitents once a week.
(3) To visit the Classes (London and Bristol excepted) once a month.

2The emphasis at this point on behavior and belonging does not diminish the importance of belief, for
"social demarcation" is an essential purpose and function of doctrine (see McGrath 1990:37-52). The quest
for holiness will be the defining belief around which Wesley structures his interlocking groups (Henderson
1997:83-125). It was a hybrid Church of England society for the purpose of identity transformation. It was
a distinct culture of faith that sought to cultivate faith.
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(4) To hear and decide all differences.
(5) To put the disorderly back on trial, and to receive on trial for the
Bands or Society.
(6) To see that the Stewards, the Leaders, and the schoolmasters faithfully
discharge their several offices.
(7) To meet the Leaders of the Bands and Classes weekly, and the Stewards, and
to overlook their accounts.

The fulfilling of these responsibilities required the right dispositions and activities, which
Wesley also set forth:
(1) Be diligent. Never be unemployed a moment. Never be triflingly employed.
Never while away time. Neither spend any more time at any place than is
strictly necessary.
(2) Be serious. Let you motto be, Holiness to the Lord. Avoid all lightness, as
you would hell-fire.
(3) Believe evil of no one. If you see it done, well; else take heed how you credit
it. Put the best construction on everything. You know the judge is always
supposed to be on the prisoner's side.
(4) Speak evil of no one. Else your word especially would eat as doth a canker.
Keep your thoughts within your own breast till you come to the person
concerned.
(5) Tell everyone what you think wrong in him, and that plainly and as soon as
may be. Else it will fester in your heart. Make all haste to cast the fire out of
your bosom.3
(6) Do nothing as a gentleman. You have no more to do with this character than
with that of a dancing-master. You are the servant of all. Therefore,
(7) Be ashamed of nothing but sin: not of hewing wood, if time permit, or
drawing water.
(8) Take no money of anyone. If they give you food when you are hungry, or
clothes when you need them, it is good; but not silver or gold. Let there be no
pretence to say we grow rich by the gospel.
(9) Be punctual. Do everything exactly at the time.
(10) Act in all things, not according to your own will, but as a son in the gospel.
(WJW9:270-71)

In a way similar to both the rules and traditions of other encapsulating communities,

these Methodist practices created an environment hospitable to the societies' governing
purpose: to rehabilitate the imago dei in people.

4

3 Qualities listed in items 3, 4 and 5 are more fully elucidated in Wesley's sermon "The Cure of Evil
Speaking." The potential magnitude of this problem in the close knit fellowship of the class and band
meeting was something Wesley often warned against (WJW 2:251).
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Wesley was still supervising classes and his leaders in his 84th year, surely a
measure of their importance. He records in his Journal of November 19; 1787, "I began
the unpleasing work of visiting. the classes. I still continue to do this in London and
Bristol, as well as in Cork and Dublin. With the other Societies, their respective
assistants supply my lack of service" (WJW 24:66). This succinct entry underscores two
important features of the role of Wesley's preachers/assistants. First, they functioned as a
proxy for Wesley himself. Wesley saw it as his responsibility to supervise the classes
and their leaders, even in old age. But he could not supervise all of them, so he delegated
this role to his assistants. Nevertheless, Wesley continued his pastoral work; he delegated
but did not abdicate this essential role. Second, supervising the class system was also
challenging, requiring great discernment, not least because Wesley declared their purpose
to be the separation of "the precious from the vile" (WJW9:72). Wesley did not disguise
its disciplinary, indeed at times, its very unpleasing nature.
The wide range of religious experience and human personalities which the
societies had to accommodate as a consequence of the revival and subsequently rapid
growth necessitated a constant supervision of their membership, first by the selective
admission to the class and second by ensuring that those who were admitted followed the

General Rules. Wesley instituted two primary disciplinary measures. Tickets and
quarterly meetings were devised to ensure the ongoing quality ofthese class meetings.
Members were issued tickets by class leaders based upon good attendance and behavior
(Watson 1985:104).

4 In a similar way, Alcoholics Anonymous also has twelve "traditions" which complement its twelve
"steps" and helps create the "social architecture" hospitable to sobriety. "A.A. members say that the
Twelve Steps keep them from committing suicide, but the Twelve Traditions keep them from committing
homicide" (Cheever 2004:188).
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Once a quarter Wesley, or one of his assistants, evaluated how the class leaders
were perfonning their work. In addition to the class leaders' weekly supervisory meetings
with the assistants and stewards, the leaders conducted a more thorough examination at
these quarterly meetings. Wesley gives a fulsome account of a particular visitation to
Gateshead in 1747:
On Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday I examined the classes. I had been often told
it was impossible for me to distinguish the precious from the vile, without the
miraculous discernment of spirits. But I now saw, more clearly than ever, that
this might be done and without much difficulty, supposing only two things: first,
courage and steadiness in the examiner; secondly, common sense and common
honesty in the leader of each class. I visit, for instance, the class in the Close, of
which Robert Peacock is leader. I ask, "Does this and this person in your class
live in drunkenness or any outward sin? Does he go to church, and use the other
means of grace? Does he meet you as often as he has opportunity?" Now if
Robert Peacock has common sense, he can answer these questions truly, and ifhe
has common honesty, he will. And ifnot, some other in the class has both, and
can and will answer for him. Where is the difficulty then of finding out if there be
any disorderly walker in this class? And, consequently, in any other? The
question is not concerning the heart, but the life. And the general tenor of this I
do not say cannot be known, but cannot be hid, without a miracle. (WJW20:162163)
Wesley' s preachers and assistants were his primary delegates. He meet with them
annually in conference and to them alone he gave oversight for the love feast (as seen in
chapter four) and the supervision of the key lay role in the movement - the Class Leader.
Class Leader
Class leaders were usually selected because they demonstrated the requisite skills,
gifts and aptitudes. Wesley thought the best validation of gifting and calling was the
response of the recipients. In response to Thomas Walsh' s request for advice concerning
a call, Wesley wrote the following reply: "My Dear Brother, It is hard to judge what God
has called you to, till trial is made. Therefore, when you have an opportunity, you may
go to Shronil, and spend two or three days with the people there. Speak to them in Irish"
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(WJW26:430). On the other hand, Wesley and his assistants were quick to discern

leadership qualities among the less extroverted.5 Not infrequently this resulted from what
seemed to be an arbitrary choice. The appointment of William Smith at the Orphan
House in Newcastle upon Tyne is a case in point. Smith was in the congregation on the
occasion of Wesley' s preaching, and at the conclusion was surprised to hear he had been
appointed a class leader. Moreover, he was expected to form a class "on such a day and
at such an hour." Since he was accustomed to richly embroidered waistcoat and frilled
cuffs, he at once regarded his dress as inconsistent with his newly appointed office. So
he immediately began to assume a "plainness and almost elegant simplicity." He
subsequently became one of the prominent leaders of the Orphan-House society,
indicative of Wesley's good judgment (Watson 1985:101).
In the General Rules (1743), Wesley clearly laid out the responsibilities of the

class leader. First, it is the business of the leader to :
(1) To see each person in his class once a week at the least; in order
To receive what they are willing to give to the relief of the poor;
To inquire how their souls prosper;
To advise, reprove, comfort, or exhort, as occasion may require.
(2) To meet the Minister and the stewards of the Society once a week, in
order:
To pay in to the stewards what they have received of their several
classes in the week preceding;
To show their account of what each person has contributed; and
To infonn the Minister of any that are sick, or of any that walk
disorderly and will not be reproved. (WJW9:70)
Thus, in the role of class leader, a person "perfonned" for two sets of people: he
or she shepherded those over whom they had oversight and was a sub-pastor under
Wesley and his assistants, who had oversight over him or her (from an early date Wesley

5 The most celebrated instance is his failed attempt to recruit Jonathan Fletcher to practice an itinerant
ministry and eventually to succeed him as leader of the movement (WJW3 :619) .
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appointed women in this role). For those in his or her class, the leader received their
alms and inquired after their spiritual health, admonishing or encouraging them as
needed. To those who oversaw them, the leaders gave their collections and reported on
the state of their classes, giving the names of those who were sick or who rejected godly
admonitions. Thus the primary role of class leaders was pastoral - to encourage
members to keep the rule of life under which they agreed to live and to be encouraged;
and at the same time class leaders were to keep themselves accountable to Wesley and his
assistants.
But the class leader also had a disciplinary role to fill . The leader was usually the
first person with whom a prospective member of a society discussed the conditions of
membership. There was a probationary period of three months, during which
membership was either granted or denied. At the quarterly meeting, the opinion of the
leader would be sought by a Preacher (often by Wesley or one of his assistants) in
deciding whether or not to admit the inquirer into class membership. The leaders kept
attendance records ofthe class meetings, recording the spiritual maturity and progress of
each member. 6
Because class leaders were entrusted with so much pastoral and disciplinary
authority, once every three months at the quarterly meetings they too were examined by
Wesley or one of his assistants to be sure they were fulfilling their responsibilities. These
examinations were also the occasion when quarterly class tickets were issued or renewed
to members in good standing, another disciplinary measure which proved to be a "quiet
and inoffensive method of removing any disorderly member" (WJW9:265).
6 A code was developed to record the discernment of the class leader: the letter (a) for one who was
awakened; a question mark (?) for one whose spiritual state was doubtful; a period (.) for one who
professed justifying faith; and a colon (:) for one who professed sanctification (Watson 1985:109).
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Roles Exemplified
Roles are successfully enacted whenever they allow the social organism to
function properly and whenever they allow the person inhabiting the role to exercise their
spiritual gifts and aptitudes. In this way identities are formed or re-formed. There are
ample examples of this in the archives of early Methodism. The role of the class leader,
as demonstrated above, was to encourage faithful adherence to this rule of life, to
experience the gift of faith, and to facilitate the group within the weekly class-meetings. 7
Several manuals were prepared to instruct leaders in their ministries.8 When this role was
performed faithfully, the class leader often provided the same kind of evangelistic
friendship that Wesley and Peter Bohler shared. 9 The ongoing importance of the class
leader/member relationship is easily illustrated. But it is important to note two realities.
First, the class meeting itself was confidential in nature. Thus, there are very few, if any,

7 Watson argues that accountability to the rule was the ultimate function of the classes, the evangelistic and
catechetical roles being secondary. "The class served as a locus of evangelism and nurture only because of
its prior purpose of sustaining the response to evangelistic outreach by fostering a faithful discipleship
through mutual accountability" (1985 :149). However, this makes the rules ends in themselves rather than
the prudential means of grace that Wesley had envisaged. As means, they rather served the very
evangelistic and nurturing functions which Watson makes secondary. When means become endsespecially prudential means - one has re-instated the very kind of rigid sacramentalism that Wesley sought
to enliven. Watson has the priorities backwards. Accountability was a means to ensure evangelistic and
pastoral fruitfulness .
8 Most of these manuals were written in the nineteenth-century - Alley (1868), Christophers (1873),
Fitzgerald (1889) and Atkinson (1882). William Williams wrote one for class leaders in early Welsh
Methodism in the eighteenth century which was fIrst translated into English in 1973. Its level of psychospiritual sophistication is astonishing.
9 However, examining the pattern of relationship within the class meeting is problematic for three reasons.
First there are very few verbatims or fIrst hand testimonials of actual class meetings during Wesley'S
lifetime. What testimonies do appear, appear secondhand in biographies which occur mostly in the 19th
century, when the class meeting was already in decline (Holesclaw 1979). This leads to a second problem,
noted by David Watson, that existing transcripts tend to be what the writers felt ought to have been said
rather than what was actually said - that is, they are highly formulaic (interview October 2004). The third
problem is the issue of confIdentiality, which ipso facto discouraged any record of particular meetings, and
likewise rendered the few remaining records somewhat generic. Nevertheless, some references can be
culled from early Methodists sources, such as The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers (Jackson 1998). and
some testimonials have been gathered by David Watson, the foremost historian of the early class meeting
(1985 : 188-241). Those few fIrst-hand accounts along with scattered references in Wesley' s journals and
letters permit a tentative reconstruction of personal interactions within the class meeting.

227
verbatims of actual class meeting sessions. In some testimonies of conversion the convert
speaks of the significance of the meetings and the relationships therein, but there are no
minutes of what actually transpired in the meeting itself. Second, early Methodist
preaching (in fields, chapels or elsewhere) primarily aimed to elicit an "awakening," not
necessarily a full-fledged "conversion." The effectiveness of this evangelistic approach
is supported by the results. Dean reports, "I have found no biographical accounts of
conversion dated before 1820 which took place in preaching service or prayer meetings"
(1985:303). Awakened persons were led into classes that nurtured the ongoing work of
evangelism. Normally it was some later time that the gift of faith was experienced. Dean
underlines the importance of the class leader in this regard:
In this process of bringing men and women to personal confrontation with God,

the class meeting had an enormous impact. Because the process was extended,
considerable personal commitment was needed to continue the search until the
goal was attained. The class meeting served as a weekly boost to serious prayer,
and the close relationship with a leader provided a measure of emotional support
that intensified the desire for the experience. (1985:303)

An example of the kind of evangelistic friendship expected of (and provided by)
class leaders is that of the late 18th century class leader William Carvosso.

10

Born in

1750 in a Cornwall fishing village, he came to faith in 1772 through the influence of his
sister who, in tum, had been evangelized by London Methodists. Three years later,
Carvosso was drafted to be a class leader of a group that formed from a larger class.
Thus he functioned as a class leader in the latter stage of early Methodism, while the
class meeting still functioned as Wesley intended. After Carvosso' s wife died, he
became something of an itinerant class leader, and wrote of his experience in a detailed
journal. Much of the material concerned his evangelistic conversations in and around

10

The following narrative is dependent on Dean (1985 :303-307) and Carvosso (1835 :63-65 and 106-23).
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class meetings. His conversation with a toll taker illustrates his view of the class meeting
and his role as a leader among them.
A young female, about eighteen or nineteen years of age, came out to take the toll.
She was a stranger to me; but the moment I saw her, I felt such a love for her soul,
and such a concern for her salvation, that I thought I could have died for her, if
that would bring her to the Lord, and be the means of saving her soul. But as
soon as I had delivered to her the toll, she instantly retired, and I had no
opportunity of speaking to her. When I proceeded a few steps from the gate, I
stopped my horse and lifted up my heart to God; for I was at a loss what to do;
whether to go forward, or tum back to inquire into the state of her mind. While I
reflected for a moment, it was impressed upon my mind I should see her again
when I returned, so I proceeded on my journey. (Carvosso 1835:63-64)
On his return, Carvosso asked the girl, "can you be happy in this lonely placeT' Her
response seemed to indicate she did not understand his question. However, when she
excused herself after the conversation, Carvosso followed her into the house to find her
weeping. It turned out that her father was also a class leader. She was familiar with
Christ but had resisted him. Carvosso pressed the point further:
I urged her to promise me that she would go that night; for I learned that was the
night of the class meeting. She felt the cross, and seemed reluctant to take it up;
but I continued to urge my plea.
At length I was constrained by love I felt for
her soul, to say, "I cannot let you unless you will promise me that you will tonight
go with your father." Shepaused for a moment, and then said, "I will go with
him." I now turned my attention to her sister
(1835:65 [emphasis added])
When Carvosso returned four months later she and her sister were converted, proper
members of the class meeting and reconciled to their father.
This example illustrates some important dynamics of the relationships which were
enacted by the Class leader role. First, they were relationships oriented toward
reconciliation. They formed around the common desire (or need) for reconciliation.
Carvosso was constrained by God's love to witness to the girls. The girls were moved by
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that love, providing an opening for Carvosso ' s transparent witness. Clearly this entire
exchange was motivated by an "evangelistic love of God and neighbor" (Jones 2003) 11
Second, it also demonstrates the realistic expectation that such love takes time to
be trusted and acted upon - both the love of God and the love of humans. Unlike some
evangelists of the current century, Carvosso did not press for a personal commitment to
God on the spot. Instead, he probed her at her point of need and urged her into a class
meeting that would shepherding her into a living faith.
Third, the conversation was characterized by "trust and transparency" even
though the participants were not yet close. The reign of God broke in among them and
they responded appropriately. 12
Conclusion
In March and April of 1771, Wesley visited the society in Dublin, which he had

not seen in over two years. The society there was functioning poorly, "which had
stumbled the people, weakened the hands of the preachers, and greatly hindered" (WJW
22:266). Wesley met with the class leaders apart, then the preachers, to determine the
cause. Eventually he gathered all the leaders together, preachers, stewards and class
leaders. He came to realize the class leaders had over-stepped their roles; essentially
over-functioning and aggrandizing some of the authority of the assistants. It fell to
Wesley to reiterate the general rules governing their responsibilities and to elaborate upon
them vis-a-vis the assistants. Essentially, class leaders have the authority to meet their
class, collect monies, visit the sick and to give a report to the assistants and to pay the

I I It is certainly possible to infer other motives, some of which Carvosso may not have been conscious. I
am taking the account at face value.
12 GrifIm explains that transparency is both the goal of friendship and the fruit of trust. Trust is the climate
of transparency (and thus friendship) .

230
collection to the stewards. Leaders do not have the authority to: restrain the authority of
the assistant if they think he acts improperly; hinder a person from preaching; displace a
particular leader; expel a particular member of the society; regulate the temporal and
spiritual affairs of the society; make a collection of a public nature, or to receive a yearly
subscription. These are the roles of the assistants and/or the stewards.
Having delineated the proper role functions among leaders, assistants and
stewards, Wesley compared the Methodist system to a finely tuned machine:
If one wheel in a machine gets out of its place, what disorder must ensue! In the
Methodist discipline, the wheels regularly stand thus : The Assistant, the
preachers, the stewards, the leaders, the people. But here the leaders, who are the
lowest wheel but one, were got quite out of their place. They were got at the top
of all, above the stewards, the preachers, yea, and above the Assistant himself.
To this chiefly I impute the gradual decay of the work of God in Dublin.
There has been ajar through the whole machine. Most of the wheels
were hindered in their motion. The stewards, the preachers, the Assistant
all moved heavily. They felt all was not right. But if they saw where the
fault lay, they had not strength to remedy it.
Let the Assistant, the
preachers, the stewards, the leaders know and execute their several offices.
Let none encroach upon another, but all move together in harmony and
love. So shall the work of God flourish among you, perhaps as it never
did before, while you all hold unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.
(WJW23:268-69)

Roles were important in Methodism not purely from a pragmatic need for
efficiency but because the Methodist societies where truly a body working together, or to
use Wesley's metaphor, a conversion "machine" guiding people from one degree of glory
to another (Meadows 2001). The roles were essential components of that process,
ensuring that it accomplished its intended purpose of guiding people into a living faith.

Alpha: Becoming the Body of Christ
Alpha is in the details. It combines the ambiance of a dinner party, the training
requirements of an Emmaus walk or Cursillo weekend and the administrative oversight of
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someone who knows how to put the right person in the right place at the right time.
Therefore five roles are particularly important in Alpha: Church leader, an administrator,
small group leaders and helpers, hospitality leaders, and worship leaders. These roles
work in concert to create an environment hospitable to God and faith. The proper
understanding and execution of these roles are crucial to create the faith culture in which
the catching of faith becomes optimal.
Church Leader
This is normally the pastor or staff member who has responsibility for the
evangelism and discipleship ministries ofthe church. This person functions as the
cultural architect of the Alpha course. He or she helps "fit" Alpha into the rest of the
congregational system, anticipating the various challenges of incorporating a "faith
culture" ministry into what is often an inhospitable - "if you build it, they will come to sit
and listen with us" - corporate culture. 13 Alpha cannot be effectively "grafted" onto an
evangelistically "hostile" congregation. It often creates a "culture-clash" and Alpha
becomes a "tissue reject." The pastor/spiritual leader's advocacy and mediation is
crucial to the "transplant."
As mentioned in chapter three, John Wimber' s ministry philosophy has had a
determinative impact on Alpha. This is most clearly expressed in the role of the Church
leader of Alpha. Pastors (or others) serve this role well whenever they can implement
Wimber's model of congregational and personal renewal. William Abraham has
observed of John Wimber that "in the practice of the gifts of the Holy Spirit he is
unusually gifted; I suspect that he is a generation ahead of many in this dimension of

\3 For a memorable description of this kind of Church culture, see the parable of "Old East-side Church"
(Hunter 2003 :68-96, 195-207).

232
ministry" (1989: 159). This practice of ministry in the Spirit operates at two levels, both
of which need to be replicated in the Alpha course for the graft to take. Wimber modeled
charismatic ministry both at the congregational and individual levels and the Church
leader must understand when he or she is operating in one or the other. Both models will
be examined in this order.
Congregational Renewal. At the congregational level, Wimber taught church
leaders that they were in "the people processing" business and that the pastor' s primary
leadership responsibility is building and nurturing those processes that cooperate with the
Spirit's work of reconstructing the body of Christ (Jackson 1999:10 1). Wimber often
referred to this process as the "discipleship loop" which entailed four stages of
mentoring:
•
•
•
•

The leader does it.
The leader does it while a disciple watches.
The disciple does it while the leader watches.
The leader leaves the disciple doing it. (Jackson 1999:101)

Second, Wimber taught HTB how to discern and cooperate with the different
phases ofthe Spirit's work in a church. Wimber taught three phases of the Spirit's work
in the congregation: birthing, nurturing and balancing. Each phase requires a focus
which might appear to be myopic, but in fact is only appropriate until the value or the
new practice is fully appropriated into the congregation. One Vineyard pastor explains
how he applied Wimber's teaching to his own ministry:
When I was planting our church the first thing I hoped to birth was worship. I
taught on it for quite a while, and then one night "they got it." It only needed
vitamins after that. I also realized that along with birthing and nurturing one
needs to add balancing. In order to offer the whole counsel of God we need to
pay attention occasionally to issues that have not been birthed and, therefore,
cannot be nurtured. If, for instance, God had not led a young church into ministry
to the poor, since that ministry didn't exist as yet, it could not be nurtured. What
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the church must do, however, is balance this gap by occasionally teaching on
God's heart for the poor, to plant the seed in preparation for the day of God's
divine initiation of that ministry. (Jackson 1999:102)
Personal Renewal. At the individual-level, Wimber taught Millar and HTB how to
do "ministry time" - that is, how to pray for people (either in the worship service or any
other time when needed) under the direct supervision of the Holy Spirit (Wimber
1987: 169-186). 14 It is the ministry of the Holy Spirit which the body of Christ echoes in
its ministry of intercessory prayer and laying-on-ofhands. This ministry entails a fivestep procedure of discerning and cooperating with the Spirit's work in a person' s life.
The following model has been referred to as Wimber's "greatest practical gift to
the body of Christ" (Jackson 1999: 116). It is a model that is utilized fully during the
Holy Spirit weekend and then throughout the course whenever anyone is,prayed for.
Eventually, anyone who prays or is prayed for during Alpha becomes acquainted, if not
proficient, with this model of ministry. The following is an adaptive summary of
Wimber's teaching in chapters eleven and twelve of his Power Healing (1987:198-235).
Step I: The Interview (What's up?)
What do you want me to pray for?

A. We LISTEN on two levels:
1. The natural
a. What we know about the person.
b. Past experience in praying for similar problems in other people.
c. What you see, know, have learned.
2. The supernatural- God-given insight often comes through words of
knowledge, words of wisdom.
B. Remember, we aren't doctors.
C. Stop when you have a good idea of what to pray for.
Step 2: Determining Why (Wonder Why?)
Why does this person have this condition?
14 Wimber has essentially operationalized Wesley's understanding of prevenient grace. Church leaders
don't do ministry but rather participate in the ministry that Jesus in already doing in the work of the Spirit.
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Determining the root of a person' s condition can sometimes be complex.
Symptoms in one area of life may be caused by problems in several other
areas. Know what kind ofperson has the bugJ I5
A. Physical sickness caused by harboring resentment.
B. Social problems caused by hurts that came from sin, either
done by them or against them.

We need to depend on the Holy Spirit to lead us when determining why
someone has a condition. You will grow in your sensitivity to the Holy
Spirit's leading and insights.
Remember, God answers prayer, NOT us. So just relax.
Step 3: Prayer Type (How should I pray?)
What kind ofprayer should I pray for this person?
A. Healing - asking directly
B. Intercessory - "to stand in the gap"
C. Agreement - agree with another's prayer

Sometimes God gives us insight, called "words of knowledge and
wisdom."
The most effective prayers are simple and straightforward: "Lord, please
heal Joe of his condition. "
Step 4: Engaging in Prayer (Let's do it)
How effective are our prayers?
Consists of praying while laying hands on individual, and when needed,
further interviewing.
A. Pray aloud, asking the Holy Spirit to come and minister.
"Holy Spirit, come." Wait a moment for Him.
B. Individuals respond to the Holy Spirit in different ways.
1. Some have no noticeable effect. However, we know that He is
working, the Bible promises it.
15 Wirnber notes, "it is more important that we have information about a person's relationship with God and
other people than that we have technical details about his or her illness. Keeping in mind that we pray for
persons and not simply conditions ensures the protection of people's dignity. When I pray for a persons
healing my goal is to leave him or her feeling more loved by God than before we prayed" (1987:172). This
reveals a deep understanding of human personhood that is essential for this kind of ministry. As Kinlaw
argues, to be a person in God's image is to be created in webs ofreciprocally, free and open relationships.
When people don't participate in these kinds of relationships (with God or others) they tend not to function
well (2005:22-50).
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2. Possible indications of the presence of the Holy Spirit.
a. Feeling ofwannth
b. Eyelids fluttering, deep breathing
c. Tears
d. Joy
e .. Shaking
C. Recognize the presence of the Holy Spirit. When we notice Him, pray
"Lord, we bless what you are doing here. "
D. Ask questions.
1. "What's going on?"
2. "How are you feeling?"
3. "Is God speaking to you?"
E. Team work. Listen to the team member's prayers for confinnation of
what the Lord is telling you.
F. Stop praying when:
1. The person indicates it is over.
2. The Holy Spirit tells you it is over.
3. You can't think of anything else to pray.
4. After praying, it seems you haven't gained any ground.
Step 5: After-Prayer Direction (Now what?)
What should the person do now?

A. What if nothing happens?
1. Reassure them of God's love.
2. Encourage them to seek more prayer.
3. Direct them to a small group.
B. Encourage their relationship with Jesus. He is their true answer.
1. Read and study Scripture.
2. Pray.
3. Serve.
4. Get involved in a church.
5. Get in a small group.
6. If you have not yet, attend the Alpha course
This model can be followed almost anytime and anywhere for anyone who is sick. It is
amazing how many people are open to being prayed for; it is amazing how few people
decline healing prayer, even if they are not Christian. It is not uncommon in the
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evangelization process that healing marks the culmination point in the conversion
process. That is, people often began their own ministries of outreach after having been
healed. The place of their healing becomes the source of their ministry; they become
"wounded healers."
Now that because Alpha has diffused this model in all varieties of churches
around the world, both Jackson's and Abraham 's predictions are largely on target.
AdministratorlDirector
The administrator is the cultural manager of an Alpha course, making sure the
course runs smoothly. His or her responsibilities include all the practical aspects of
setting up, running and evaluating an Alpha course. As Alpha grows in a congregation,
more aspects must be delegated to various leadership teams. The administrator should be
spiritually mature and demonstrate compassion for pre-Christian people. He or she must
also understand and agree with the theology and sociology of Alpha and the importance
of keeping the evangelization process going in the life of the congregation.
Following are the specific responsibilities of the administrator:
(1) Oversee the planning and running of the Alpha Course.
(2) Assist the Church Leader in selecting the Alpha Team as needed
depending on course size.
(3) Schedule monthly planning and prayer meetings with all coordinators
and team leaders. Report progress to the Church leader.
(4) Work with the Church Leader to provide team members with training,
clear instructions and deadlines for their areas of responsibility.
(5) Encourage team members to prepare for the ministry times and each
session with prayer.
(6) During the course conduct weekly administration and prayer meeting.
For larger courses, this responsibility can be delegated to Small Group
Coordinator.
(7) Model spiritual leadership by being available to all team members,
praying for them regularly, and consistently affirming them.
(8) With Book Table Coordinator, determine quantity of all course
materials
and related reading.
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(9) Order and maintain an adequate quantity of Alpha resources and
related reading.
(10) If using the Alpha Course Videos, make sure videos 3, 4, and 5 are
available at the Weekend Away.
(11) Conduct an evaluation of the ministry with the help of the Alpha
Team and the "Alpha Questionnaire."
(12) Schedule a post Alpha evaluation meeting. Based on the
completed questionnaires, determine necessary changes and
adjustments to increase the effectiveness of the Alpha ministry
(Gumbel 1997:49).
The sign of a good task force or hospitality leader is that the course is run smoothly and
that guest sense they are being cared for. The hospitality leader (along with the Church
leader and administrator) is, in many ways, the "hidden hand" of the Alpha course.
Small Group Leader and Helper
The role of a small-group leader (and helper) is to facilitate open and honest
conversation and to create a hospitable environment for receiving the gift of faith (gift of
the Holy Spirit who is the giver of the gift). The helper's role is to assist the leader in
creating and maintaining that environment and to apprentice themselves for a future
leadership role. They are treated together because the helper is essentially learning to do
all that the leader does. A leader should be a growing disciple who has at least the
beginnings of the gift of evangelism, who understands the work of the Holy Spirit and is
empathetic toward the questions and concerns of pre-Christian seekers. He or she is able
to fill this evangelistic role by fulfilling the following role responsibilities: Attend all
training sessions, the opening Alpha Dinner, all weekly administrative/prayer meetings,
each of 10 weekly Alpha sessions, the weekend away, any follow-up meetings, and the
Celebration Dinner.
(I) Read Questions ofLife and Searching Issues prior to Alpha to
become familiar with the course content and objections to the
Christian faith which may arise during the course.
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(2) Prepare for each small group time by reviewing the material and
praying for the speaker, the other leaders and helpers, and each group
member. Be prepared to lead a Bible study when your group is ready
and as outlined in The Alpha Course Leader 's Guide.
(3) Be familiar with the materials in chapter 7 of Telling Others and
pages 18-44 of The Alpha Course Leader 's Guide. If at all possible
do not have the Leader' s Guide in plain view during group time,
especially during the early sessions. You want group members to
discuss freely and not to feel you are following a script.
(4) Be sensitive to the spiritual and emotional needs of all Alpha
participants. Offer pastoral care as needed.
(5) Prepare for each worship by praying for the speaker, the Worship
Leader, other Worship and Ministry Team Members, the guests, and
yourself. Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal any area of your life where
you need forgiveness and to fill you.
(6) During the ministry times, pray for those who respond and indicate
they would like prayer. Ministry times follow Talks 9 and 12.
Remember the guidelines to pray in teams with a designated leader
and to pray for members of your same sex (Gumbel 1997:51).
Small-group leaders and helpers function best as facilitators; group members who help
discussion flow. They seek to guide the group to a discovery oftruth rather than dictate
or sit in judgment. An attitude of discovery is best fostered when the group leader elicits
opinions from others, asking what they think or feel; encourage open discussion with
open-ended questions; pray for each group member before, during and after meetings;
and express clearly to the helper what is needed in the group.
A memorable event from a recent Alpha course illustrates this role. Joe is a very
good example of an Alpha small-group leader. In one particular group setting I
observed, Joe led what became an emotionally intense discussion on the identity of Jesus
Christ. One group member had been influenced by some of the Christo logical theories of
the Jesus Seminar. He challenged Nicky Gumbel's argument for the historical reliability
of the gospel accounts of Jesus' death and resurrection. Instead, he argued that these
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accounts were later Christian interpolations. His skepticism, though clearly one sided,
was thorough-going.
Instead of growing defensive, Joe turned the man' s questions toward the group
with a matter-of- fact, "What do you all think about that?" In the group was a University
of Kentucky graduate student from Beijing, China. Her reply was just as matter-of-fact:
"Oh, we studied the historicity of Jesus at the University of Beijing. I have no doubt that
he lived and died. I believe a man such as he may have even been raised from the dead,
but I don't know what it all means for me."
At that point, the acknowledged skepticism was effectively deflected in the
interest of another's more open minded and existential quest. The ensuing conversation
was a rich tapestry of testimony, inquiry and encouragement. Joe was a model smallgroup leader; not only was he not defensive when the Christian faith was challenged but
more importantly he used that very challenge to lead the conversation into a deeper form
of inquiry and discovery. He was fostering a culture of faith.
Hospitality Coordinator
The hospitality (or task force) coordinator is responsible for the physical
environment in which Alpha is run. This person has the gift of hospitality and
understands that the heart of Alpha is to provide a safe and comfortable environment
where all sorts and conditions of people (especially the un-churched) feel welcome; has
good interpersonal skills; and is gifted in areas of administration and helps. This role is
fulfilled by executing the following responsibilities:
(1) Under the direction of the Church Leader and Director select and
oversee the Task Force - a team of people who are responsible for
logistics for the 10 weekly sessions, the Alpha Dinner .and in some
cases, the Weekend Away.
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(2) Plan for all aspects of the weekly dinners including the menu,
arrangement of tables, serving and eating dishes, cups and silverware,
logistics of serving, cleanup, and evaluation.
(3) Model spiritual leadership by being available to Task Force Members,
praying for them regularly, and consistently affirming them.
(4) Provide pastoral care as needed.
(5) Attend all training sessions, the opening Alpha Dinner, all weekly
administrative/prayer meetings, each of 10 weekly Alpha sessions, the
Weekend Away, any follow-up meetings, and the Celebration Dinner.
(6) Oversee the set up and location of each small group, assuring adequate
lighting, temperature control, and seating. Make sure there are enough
copies of a modem translation of the Bible
to use during group
time.
(7) Emphasize to all Task Force Members the importance of commitment
to the course. Remind them that they want to try for a standard of
"100-percent excellence."
(8) Lead (or delegate leadership for) a prayer time with the Task Force
Members during the small-group meeting time.
(9) Perform all the above functions as needed at the Weekend Away
under the direction of the Weekend Away Coordinator. If the
weekend is held at a full-service conference center, the Task Force
will simply attend. It becomes their chance to relax and worship
(Gumbel 1997: 57).
The hospitality coordinator functions largely behind the scenes, but their role is
indispensable. They must have the gift of hospitality and the ability to serve the rest of
the team. When accomplished well, this role exemplifies the Apostle Paul's reflection on
healthy functioning body life: "But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor
to the part that lacked it, that there may be no division in the body, but that the members
may have the same care for one another" (l Corinthians 12:24b-25).
Worship Leaders
Alpha, like early Methodism, is a lyrical movement. Salvation, both biblically
and experientially, culminates in song (Revelation 7:9-12). Thus, Alpha places
considerable emphasis on singing and worship. 16 The primary role of the Alpha worship

16 Chilcote 'S remarks concerning Charles Wesley apply, in principle, to Alpha: "His lyrical theology
pointed to the centrality of grace in the Wesleyan understanding of salvation, ericouraged accountable
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leader is to select and play the music which leads people into the worship of God. The
worship leader is best able to encourage and facilitate this desire to sing to God by
following the guidelines developed to accomplish this task:
1. In conjunction with the Director, selects songs for each worship
time during Alpha including weekly sessions and the Weekend
Away.
2. Select a team of musicians whose lives well represent the Christian
faith.
3. In conjunction with the Director, arrange for all sound equipment
needed for the worship times.
4. Arrange for songbooks or overhead with words to all songs to be
used during the weekly sessions and Weekend Away.
5. IF the talks are presented via videotape, make arrangements for the
video player and enough monitors.
6. IF the talks are presented live, make sure that the microphone is in
place and working properly, there is a podium or music stand for
the speaker.
7. Attend all the training sessions, the opening Alpha Dinner, all
weekly administrative/prayer meetings, each of the 10 weekly
Alpha sessions, the Weekend Away, any follow-up meetings, and
the Celebration Dinner (Gumbel 1997:62).
The worship leaders who best fulfill this role are those, who according to Millar, "remain
faceless." People don't want worship leaders singing for them or even getting in the way
of their singing. Millar explains, "I noticed, too, right at the beginning, that this age does
not like to be sung at. They want to sing. It isn't that they are unmusical or uncultured,
it's just that they want to participate, they want to sing and they don't want to pay
someone to sing for them on Sunday morning" (cited in Gumbel 2002: 158). Worship
leaders can do much to build or inhibit the culture of faith which Alpha seeks to build in a
congregation.

discipleship in such a way as to promote holiness of heart and life, and proclaimed the ultimate foundation
of all things as God's unconditional love for us all in Christ Jesus . In relation to these primary themes, the
early Methodist people sang and discovered their essential identity as children of God, learned how to
integrate Christian faith and practice, and experienced the inclusivity of the community offaith through the
very act of singing together. These salient rediscoveries are integral to renewal in any age (2002: 149).
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Conclusion
"In Alpha, everyone gets to play." This common saying among Alpha leaders
gets to the heart of how actually Alpha works. Everyone is important and necessary,
though it may take time, trial and error to place them in a role where their gifts get
magnified and their weakness become irrelevant. But the genius of Alpha is that a clergy
person or even an entire staff cannot do it alone. It is truly a congregational based and
lay-driven evangelization process.

Roles in Early Methodism and Alpha
According to Rambo, "Roles are derived from institutions and beliefs, not from
personality or innate character" (1993:122). This is true but that should not be
understood to mean that personal gifting does not affect the role or how it is utilized or
modified by the participant. Roles help advocate and seeker integrate the changes in
relationships, ritual and rhetoric which lie at the heart of an encapsulation; roles embody
the new option created by a faith culture. There are many similarities between how early
Methodism and Alpha employed roles. And there are some differences. First, the
similarities will be noted.
In both early Methodism and Alpha, stress is placed on the role of the laity. Even

in the designated clerical role (preacher in early Methodism and Church leader in Alpha),
a qualified lay person could, in principle, fill that role. Nothing in early Methodism or
Alpha (apart from the originators) required the role of ordained cleric. Further, the cleric
roles (when used) are largely supervisory and/or pedagogical. However, the lay roles are
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largely ministerial. The actual flesh and blood, face-to-face, ministry is done by the laity.
This may be the most subversive aspects of early Methodism and Alpha. 17
In both early Methodism and Alpha the seeker/inquirer role is to trust the process

and let it happen. Because both processes hold the seeker in high esteem (indeed, the
whole process is created to aid their quest) the seeker should be relaxed and, in
measurable time, trusting of the process and those who are facilitating it. This process of
growing trust is indeed how the "faith culture" is constructed. I 8
Finally, roles in early Methodism and Alpha are filled according to demonstrated
giftedness. Gift inventories were not used in early Methodism; they are not generally
used for Alpha. Gifts are recognized by the fellowship as people gravitate and embody
particular roles. In Alpha, ongoing evaluations are done so that one gets fair and timely
feedback on their ministry. This helps people both discover and grow in their area of
giftedness.
The primary difference between early Methodist and Alpha roles lay in the
function of Church leaders and their respective emphases. Methodist church leaders were
itinerants, whose primary role was to oversee existing societies and encourage the birth of
new ones. They also tended to have the charism (or the responsibility) of preaching.
Because Alpha is congregationally based the church leaders are (usually) resident clerics.
They tend to have the charism - or at least the ministry - of healing. Their primary role
is change agents in order to enculturate Alpha into the larger congregational system. This
difference arises from and reflects the difference in origins of the two movements. Early

The lessons of the laity are well developed by Hunter (2003 : 107-118, 149-73).
Thomas Albin's studies of early Methodist journals have lead him to the conclusion that the average
convert took twenty-eight months to complete the journey of initial awakening to justifying faith
( 1985:275-290).
17

18
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Methodism was essentially a Religious Society movement; it began as a second tier of
ministry which ran alongside and complimented (or agitated) the parish system of
eighteenth century Church of England. Alpha on the other hand grew out of a twentieth
century London parish that has largely been able to keep the movement rooted in the
local church. 19 The simplest way to explain the difference between early Methodist and
Alpha roles is that early Methodism was a preaching service where people were healed;
Alpha is a healing service where people are taught.

19 However, Alpha is growing rapidly in prisons, universities and businesses. See www.AlphaUSA.org and
www.HTB.org.uk for the most recent statistical information.

CHAPTER 7
Conclusion: Constructing Faith Cultures

This dissertation explored what William Abraham has identified as a "missing
link" in evangelization. That missing link is the catechumenal process, the culture of
faith that socializes emerging Christians in a new life that is announced in Christian
proclamation and enacted in social action. Between proclamation and social action, lies a
deep, rich and varied historical precedent of catechumenal evangelism. Augustine
developed his catechumenate in Hippo, focused around the ritual initiation processes
leading up to baptism and Eucharist. Wesley recognized catechumenal themes and
processes in his own Methodist societies. His second tier of ministry within the English
parish system, centering in preaching chapels and class meetings, echoed in important
ways both the catechetical schools and the ritual processes of the early church.
Contemporary observers, especially in the Roman Catholic Church, have recognized the
suitability ofthe Alpha course as an early stage of the catechumenal process providing,
1

for example, a helpful prelude to Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults. All three
evangelization processes share a common aim of making new Christians; each is in the
business of reconstructing identities in Jesus Christ.
This chapter has two aims: first to summarize the findings to the research question
found on page 21 in chapter one and second, to suggest how these findings might inform
the practice of evangelism today.

I This is likely because Roman Catholics have both an institutional memory and practice of the
catechumenate. They have "slots" for this kind of information (Payne 2003).
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Research Findings
This dissertation examined three overarching queries : (1) what, if any, constant
practices constitute the construction of these three historic instances of faith cultures; (2)
in light of these three examples, what further insights do we gain into Rambo ' s theory of
conversion through social influence; and (3) how do these two sets of insights inform the
ministry of evangelism? Thus, this dissertation theorizes about evangelistic
effectiveness. By looking at how a few virtuosos have performed evangelistically, one is
better equipped to construct one' s own score upon the Holy Spirit can play. Or to use the
original metaphor from cultural anthropology, this study provides a deep description
designed to help one navigate one ' s own evangelistic journey. Therefore, this chapter
will end with a few suggested itineraries into evangelistic ethnography.
Constructing Faith Cultures
Looking at catechumenal evangelism through social influence theory illuminates
the various processes that are used to create an environment conducive to coming to faith
in Jesus. We examined how four of those processes - "dimensions of interaction" served as vectors of the kingdom. Relationships, rituals, rhetoric and roles can and do
conspire together to create what is meant by a "faith culture" - or what Rambo terms "a
matrix of transformation" (1993: 107). When these four processes work in such a way to
create a climate of gospel believability, a "faith culture" has truly been constructed.
A culture speaks of both one thing and many things simultaneously. A culture is
the sum total ofa group ' s patterns of behavior, customs, way oflife, ideas, and behaviors
which are adaptive to a larger environment. A "faith culture" is the sum total of a
Christian group' s behavior as it is adaptive to the Kingdom of God. A culture of faith is
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effective when it conveys faith, making the Kingdom inhabitable. This is precisely what
early Methodism and Alpha attempt to do; they enculturate people into the kingdom by
helping them cross the threshold of faith.
By examining these two historic faith cultures, or evangelistic processes, against
the backdrop of a common precedent (the catechumenate), shared processes and practices
in the construction of a faith culture were illuminated. There are enough similarities arid
continuities between early Methodism and Alpha to suggest common features in the
construction of a faith culture. Before stating those principles, this chapter notes the
essential similarities and differences between each of the four processes within early
Methodism and Alpha. Beginning with the most important process, which more than a
distinct process, is a common quality of all four processes.

2

Relationships. Both early Methodism and Alpha began and continued as an everwidening circle of friends. Whether it was John, Charles and Benjamin or the three
Nickys, both movements had their origins in the common denominator of friendship .
Similarly, Augustine was converted in the company of friends and went to Hippo to
establish a monastery for their common pursuit of the knowledge of God.
This quality of friendship seems essential in a faith culture, because friendship by
its very nature is built on trust and transparency. It is also a gift of the Holy Spirit, as
faith is. 3 The gift of faith is a gift of the Holy Spirit so that people learn to trust and be
transparent with God. Likewise, friendship by its nature is an ongoing exercise in trust,
whether that friendship is human or divine. In this process of coming to faith people also

2 This is a discovery that enriches encapsulation theory as described and utilized by Rambo, who only
emphasizes relations as a process or dimension of interaction (1993 :108-123).
3 Augustine describes fiiendship in the ConfeSSions as "a bond between souls that cleave to each other
through the love 'poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who is given to us, '" that is as the gift of the
Holy Spirit who is the bond (1991 :56).
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learn to trust God and, in time, recognize Christ as friend. It is difficult to conceive the
divine in categories that are totally foreign to one' s own experience. Friendship is a
powerful fonn of prevenient grace; a prolepsis of the good news that sinners can become
friends even of God. Thus, a faith culture could just as legitimately be called a friendship
culture for friendship dominates all four processes and anticipates the goal of them.
Rituals. Rites do not have to be rote. They can be gracious open doors into the
divine life; threshold events into the realm oflove. Sometimes for this to happen new
rituals must be devised; new ways of "saying things by doing things" must be recovered
or discovered.
The leaders of both early Methodism and Alpha were like the sage in Matthew ' s
gospel who took from the tradition both old and new treasures (Matthew 13:52). We saw
how the Lord's meal was central in catechumenal evangelism. Neither early Methodism
nor Alpha replaced the Lord's meal but rather, in a sense, reified it. The love feast and
Alpha meals re-introduced the importance of ritual eating that focused on the family
which is gathered rather than merely the food which is consumed. This is a significant
achievement obscured by our general historical amnesia for generations of Christians
fought over the Eucharist. MacCulloch memorably writes "in sixteenth century Europe,
thousands of Protestants were burnt at the stake for denying an idea of Aristotle, who had
never heard of Jesus Christ" (2004:26). This most important sacrament of unity and
communion has often been the instrument of division and strife.
Rituals work when they create communitas, moments of intense Christian
togetherness. This kind of togetherness was created in the catechumenal rituals of early
Methodism and in Alpha. Indeed, early Methodism has been called a "eucharistic
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revival" (Chilcote 2004:81 ). It became this by refocusing the attention and giving sacred
space to "the family of God" rather than merely "the food of God." Early Methodists did
it by giving sacred space to conversation and conviviality. And in so doing, they put
community back into communion.
Rhetoric. Words have power. God spoke creation into existence. The Word
became flesh in order to heal that self-same creation. Creation and redemption are Wordwrought miracles. Likewise, the miracle of personal salvation depends on a personal
word. Early Methodism and Alpha found a way to communicate God's word personally
as one friend to another. The Methodist's "plain and familiar manner" of preaching was
praised by Samuel Johnson as the secret of their success (Boswell 1992:287). Gumbel's
clear, oft-times humorous, systematic presentation of the Christian faith has proven to be
appealing to millions around the world.
However, it would be a mistake to think the success of these processes of
evangelization is due merely to style. There is also substance. Wesley did an
extraordinary job of explaining the way God's grace solicits and draws people in their
various degrees and states of alienation. He also created social structures to augment and
incubate those moments of grace. This ability to connect theological ends to social
means was certainly one of Wesley's greatest gifts to the church. If one keeps in mind
his ultimate goal - "to spread scriptural holiness across the land" - then it probably was
his greatest gift. Wesley was essentially in the saint-making business - helping people to
live beatifically. Wesley' s expositions on the beatitudes illustrate the focused attention
with which he pursued this calling.
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Alpha is still young as a movement. Its standard Alpha talks are widely know and
used, but the follow-up teaching on the Sennon on the Mount has yet to make its mark in
the ongoing catechumenal ministry of the Church. 4 Hopefully larger portions of the
Church will recognize the perennial importance of the Sennon on the Mount for the
fonnation of emerging Christians and remedy this oversight. Or it may be that as more
and more churches recognize that converts don't fully assimilate without further training,
this oversight will be remedied. Antinomianism - in effect, the life of cheap grace - is a
perennial struggle which the church can more effectively engage in the context of
catechetical evangelism.
Roles. Roles are how a faith culture upholds its expectations for the various
participants and enacts that culture in its various ministries. Roles are not the same as
gifts, but ideally one's role will fit one's gifting. Gifting is a personal charism; roles are a
corporate expectation. Wesley encouraged people to try on roles to see if they "fit." He
also was known to recruit people into roles, sometimes against their own "better"
judgment. 5 Though both early Methodism and Alpha have a highly developed sense of
the importance oflay ministry and the roles which give expression to those gifts, early
Methodism had a broader ranger of roles for emerging Christians (Snyder 1980:98).
Alpha has only one - the guest or seeker. 6 A broader range of roles for emerging
Christians may develop as Alpha develops. This is definitely a growth opportunity for
Alpha.
4 A recent study suggest only two churches out of an entire diocese that utilized Alpha also utilized one of
Gumbel's follow-up courses (Booker and Ireland 2003 :31).
S Wesley's understanding of gifting was apparently more one of interactive empowering rather than mere
aptitude. Gifting comes by the Holy Spirit in an extraordinary way when a person faces "the challenge of a
new situation as she lives in the presence of God and learns to respond to it in a new way" (Volf 1991:112).
Wesley viewed the matter of gifting in a similarly extraordinary way, in response to what God was doing at
the time and often outside the normal ecclesiastical channels (Snyder 1980:92-98).
6 Though a guest can also be a "helper" on a subsequent course even prior to conversion.
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This mutual emphasis on roles and spiritual gifting is not merely utilitarian - a
way to outsource ministry from the paid staff in order keep the church efficient. Rather,
it is rooted in a deep theology of the Spirit and the church. In the teaching in Alpha, the
church was founded on Easter but it was constituted on Pentecost. The body of Christ is
given the Spirit of Christ so that it might do the works of Christ on earth today. Spiritual
gifts among the people of God actualize this promise; they are the means by which the
people of God participate with the Spirit's reclamation project. The plurality of gifts
operative in the various roles in evangelism (as well as other ministries), in a sense,
encourages and extends the Spirit's ministry. For, as Pinnock comments "the Church is
an extension not so much of the incarnation but of the anointing ofJesus"(1996:114).
Spiritual gifts need roles like a delicate plant needs a solid pot to hold it. There is
a proper synergism between gifts and roles. Roles are the pipe through which God's love
gets streamlined. However, the pipe can be clogged when the synergism is ignored, or
worse, when the pipe is not even utilized. Early Methodism and Alpha excel at good
plumbing. The love of God is evangelistically streamlined when everyone has a role that
allows their Spirit anointed gift to flow toward others.
Matrix of Transformation
In chapter one, this research asked whether these historic examples of religious

encapsulation may shed light back upon Rambo's theory. There are two instances in
which it has. First, almost all of Rambo's examples of interaction within his
7

"transformative matrix" were between individuals. The above research provides a
strong and vigorous counterpoint. Most of the examples of conversion evidenced in the

7 With the exception ofC.S. Lewis' relationship with "the Inklings", professional colleagues who were
Christian advocates, all of Rambo's examples are between individual seekers and advocates (1993: 110).
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preceding research were in the context of groups of Christians, not merely between
individuals. Even if one particular advocate was prominent in an emerging Christian ' s
quest - an Ambrose, Bohler or Nicky Lee - the conversion itself was fundamentally a
product of group interaction. 8 Christianity is a social religion from its beginning; the
triune life of God and the corporate experience of believers prevents it from every
becoming a private or solitary journey.
Second, the above research has also demonstrated that of the four processes,
relationships stand out as primary and pervasive. It is not merely that relationships are
the most significant of four processes but rather it is the condition through which the
other social processes are exercised. So for example, one sees that rituals done
relationally (where the worshipper is always treated as another subject rather than a
member of the faceless audience) function as threshold events into the experience of faith
in Christ and his kingdom. Likewise, rhetoric communicated relationally (where the
whole auditor is addressed rather than merely the mind, for example) moves the heartthe whole person - towards God. Similarly, roles which are assigned relationally (with
the actual gifts and graces of the person in mind) are much more inclined to encourage
whole-hearted participation than those assigned according to some other criteria.
This research resists Rambo's suggestion that relationships are important to most
but not all conversions. However, it fully endorses that they are enormously important
and "need to be more systematically examined" in the conversion process (Rambo
1993:108).

We are speaking sociologically, but the same is true from a theological vantage point. All three persons
of Godhead are involved in conversion.

8
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Evangelistic Hypothesis: Why Do Early Methodism and Alpha Work?
From the foregoing study one can detect perennial processes and practices.
Catechumenal evangelism is a polymorphous enterprise over time. In both early
Methodism and Alpha these processes and practices were effective. They accomplished
what they set out to accomplish - to usher many people into a living faith in a living God.
Based on the preceding investigation, we now want to suggest why they were effective.
We will list these as a series of hypotheses which we believe merit further consideration.
Presumably if one understands the underlying reasons for evangelistic effectiveness, one
is better able to apply the Alpha course (or any evangelistic ministry) into their local
setting. An understanding of why something works is often helpful in making it work.
Principle #1: Friendship as means and end. First, evangelism is most effective
when the sociological means closely align with the theological ends. This is seen in two
ways. First, the goal of communion (friendship) with God is best achieved through the
means of community with one another. Methodism' s class-band nexus is the classic
example of this symbiosis of sociological means and theological ends; each soteriological
breakthrough is socially mediated. Second, a personal God and personal salvation are
best communicated in personal ways.9
Not only must the means and end match, but the means also must be done in a
manner congruent with the message. Employing an effective sociological means in an
impersonal manner is less effective than doing it in a personal one. This is seen in early
Methodism' s and Alpha' S re-incorporation of the family meal as a context for
Communion. The eucharistic rite need not be done in an impersonal manner. What other
9 This does not discredit mass appeals such as gospel flyers, televised sermons or mass crusade evangelism.
It merely suggests that it is not surprising if these less personal modes of communication are found less
effective. Think of them as a kiss from your lover over the telephone.
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meal is there in which there is a nearly complete focus on the food rather than on the
family that is sharing the food? This is why of the four processes examined relations are
the single most important social process in evangelism. Relations within the community,
which itself is a web of relations, is a means of evangelism but they are also the manner
in which all the other means should be exercised. 10
When means and ends are congruent, cognitive dissonance is minimized and
believability is maximized. In these instances (i.e., early Methodism and Alpha), the
relations, rituals, rhetoric and roles conveyed sociologically what they proclaimed
theologically - that friendship, communion, and love for God never run in a straight line,
but they always pass through other people. When a faith culture is constructed, one must
examine each process in light of this question: does this particular ritual, role, rhetoric or
relation enhance or diminish the quality of the common life? Does it help us to "see" one
another as God claims to see us? Are these processes eschatologically oriented or do
they find their legitimacy from some other perspective or concern?
Principle # 2: Rites don't have to be rote. Evangelism is effective when rituals
became gracious doors into the community rather than hurdles to community. This is the
brilliance of the early Methodist love feast and the Alpha suppers and a sterling example
of evangelism becoming effective when it appropriates the broad range of the canonical
heritage. The old adage "if all you have is a hammer then you will treat the world as a
nail" applies to evangelism.
This is one reason a nearly exclusive focus on proclamation or social action fails.
They both reduce the gospel message to one frequency. If all that one utilizes is, for
10 As shown above, viewing relations as both means and manner supplements Rambo's own theory about
how his matrix of transfom1ation works (1993 : 108 .. 113). This insight is underlined in Kallenberg 's more
philosophical grounding of the ministry of evangelism (2002:47-64).
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example, the canon of Scripture (or the sacraments, or the society) then one has not taken
advantage of the multiple modalities of Christian communication. Since the whole
canonical heritage can be a means of grace, appropriating more of these means in the
evangelistic environment should provide greater divine access for the healing of people.
What is more generically referred to as the canon of Scripture, canon of the liturgy, canon
of the saints and canon of the church were iterated in this study as the Beatitudes, lovefeasts/common meals, friends of God and gifted ministry together. The various
rhetorical, ritual, relational and role strategies in catechumenal evangelism exemplify the
canonical heritage of the church in its evangelistic mode.!! As Abraham argues,
The canonical heritage of the Church has developed over time. New insights can
be derived from its existing canonical heritage, and fresh readings of its materials
and practices can will be advanced and refined. Further, new canonical materials
and practices can be developed to enrich the life of faith so long as they fit
naturally and appropriately with the canonical tradition already in place.
(1998:55)
Both the processes and practices discussed in the dissertation represent and develop part
ofthis rich canonical heritage.
Recovering a fuller canonical witness to God's grace serves people as well as the
church generally. Why should we expect that people hear God in only one (or primarily
through one) of the senses? Different personality types - and even whole generations sometimes access information and experience differently. According to Millar, in an
Alpha course, one typically sees older generations (influenced by modernity?) drawn to
the talks, whereas the younger generations (shaped by post-modernity?) find ministry
time, the weekend away and small groups their favorite part of the course (Baucum April
II This research suggests that Early Methodist and Alpha are examples of a catechumenal evangelism that
utilizes a fuller range of the canonical heritage, in function if not form, thus responding to Abraham's call
for a Church that has "genuine and substantial good news of salvation for the world that can stand in deep
continuity with its canonical traditions" (Abraham 1993: 123).
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2003). Drawing on the whole canonical heritage mUltiplies the frequencies of gospel
transmission.
Principle #3: Sermonizing from the Mount. Evangelism is more effective when
emerging Christians are taught to live beatifically the way Jesus himself taught them to
be. This is both a matter of style and substance. All three examples of catechumenal
evangelism utilized biblical exposition in the "grand style." Each preacher under
examination appealed to the heart through the head. They were not satisfied with
explaining concepts or enforcing precepts. They sought, rather, to delight, move and
convince the audience ofthe goodness and rightness ofliving according to the Lord's
words.
It was surprising to find the Sermon on the Mount as normative literature for

emerging Christians in all three evangelists: Augustine, Wesley and Gumbel. The
surprise was not that the Sermon on the Mount was normative for the Church; this has
been established by several historical theologians (Pelikan 1988 and 2001 and Kissinger
1970). Rather the surprise was finding the Sermon on the Mount as normative content
within catechesis. There is a broad tradition within the Church for considering milk, not
meat. This probably has something to do with the fact that the Sermon on the Mount, and
the beatitudes in particular, specializes in "inspiring the moral imagination" (Allison
1999 and Willard 1998:1-50). Furthermore, as means of grace, this part of the canonical
heritage has converting power when used in the same manner for which it was given.
Thus Abraham's urgent reminder:
So deep is the human predicament from which God delivers through these very
means, that no real progress can be made without being personally immersed in
the working of the Holy Spirit. The use o{the canonical traditions depends
crucially on the inner illumination of the Spirit to scatter confusion and darkness
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and to heal the eyes of the soul. Hence they are not only gifts of the Spirit to be
received in humility and joy; they also involve the reception of the Giver of the
gifts, the life-giving Holy Spirit who comes to baptize and immerse us into the
life of God. (1998:54)
This was one of the most memorable insights gathered from this study. Early
Methodism and Alpha became evangelistic almost as an afterthought. Early Methodism
began as a quest for holiness and Alpha began as a discipleship program with a particular
focus on life in the Spirit. What began as corporate pursuits oflove and Spirit (which is
pretty much the same thing) became evangelistically fertile movements. Their goal was
not to convert the masses (though this happened) but to live the life of beatitude, in which
the blessings ofthe kingdom are prefigured in this world. This prior purpose and goal
became the "teleological pull" of the entire evangelistic process. People who became
Christian in early Methodism and Alpha were not, for the most part, fleeing the wrath to
come but coming home to be free. Effective evangelism is essentially giving people a
foretaste of home so they hunger for it always. Effective evangelism is best sustained by
a longing for the new creation programmatically aIll10unced in the Sermon on the Mount.
Principle #4: Everyone gets to play. Evangelism is most effective when the
amateur does it. The amateur is not simply one who is not a professional, but more
importantly, is someone who does what they do out of love. Amateurs who share the
gospel are the most effective mediums of the gospel because of principle #1 (means and
ends are closely aligned). They are also more effective, because there are more of them,
and more of them on the front lines of the unconverted masses. Early Methodism and
Alpha are "lay" -driven movements even though they are clergy led. They were
essentially movements of friendship evangelism that learned to evangelize as a group of
friends.
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This "lets everyone play" approach to evangelism is effective for several reasons.
First, non-clergy have more seeker contacts and often have many non-Christians friends
(ifthey have not been Christian long themselves). Quite simply, they have a larger
"market share" of unchristian friends than does the church professional. Second,
catechetical evangelism is a long, labor intensive enterprise which requires the gifts and
graces of the whole people of God, not merely the clergy. Third, what common
Christians lack in theological sophistication or precision they more than compensate for
in "source reliability." This should not be underestimated in evangelism, especially given
the relational nature of the whole enterprise. Finally, if the evangelists are recent
converts, they are especially attuned to the questions and concerns of the seeker. They
are more empathetic and thus more effective sponsors and advocates throughout the
entire evangelistic process.

Suggestions for Further Study
Four possible areas of further study arise from this research: the nature and role of
catechumenal evangelism, the evangelistic utilization of the canonical heritage of the
Church, Alpha itself and the newly emerging Wesley-Radical Orthodoxy conversation.
1. The whole area of "catechumenal evangelism" as a missing link in the
evangelistic enterprise merits further reflection. This research has examined two models
of catechumenal evangelism. Are there others? What are its distinctive features and how
is it best utilized in the ongoing evangelization ministry of the Church? What other
missing links might it suggest or illumine? The Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults has
revealed the need for more intensely pre-catechesis (or early stages of the catechesis)
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evangelism. What will catechumenal evangelism reveal about the church' s
evangelization ministries? For example, this study suggests that the Sermon on the
Mount has been normative content for seekers and emerging Christians. What other parts
of the canonical heritage should be normative in evangelization?
2. As the evangelical and Protestant churches recover the broader canonical
heritage of the church how will it utilize it evangelistically? For example, in what ways
can sacraments be utilized evangelistically rather than merely pastorally? Is baptism the
only rite of initiation or do other rites have evangelistic effect? On the other hand, when
Roman Catholics fully embrace Pope John Paul II's call for a new evangelization, will
they be able to utilize their vast canonical heritage evangelistically? Could early
Methodism and Alpha help them to think in new ways about old practices? At least, one
Roman Catholic thinks so:
There is much in the new GDC [General Directory for Catechesis] that relates to
Alpha. There is an emphasis on the importance of evangelizing anew, as well as
on a call to take inculturation of the Gospel message even more seriously. There
is a call for "a new evangelization" that is focused especially on those countries
that have been traditionally Christian and Catholic for many centuries and where
secularism has made inroads. Alpha could well be part of this "new
evangelization" (Payne 2003:17).
This new era of ecumenism could be evangelistically fertile if these kinds of
conversations were encouraged.
3. Alpha itself merits further investigation. It is still a relatively new
phenomenon; there is much more to learn about it and the secret of its success. For
example, though Alpha appeals to all generations how does one account for larger and
more enthusiastic responses from the mostly younger generations? In what ways does
the participatory and experiential nature of the course recommend it to the post-modem
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generations? Also, since Alpha is a cross-cultural phenomenon what is it about Alpha
that makes it a transcultural success? Is this merely an instance of the "Macdonaldization
of Christianity" or is something more profound at work? (Hunt 2001 :34-38).
4. Early Methodism ' s utilization of the catechumenate (and other practices of the
early church) suggests that early Methodism is a fertile conversation partner for those
who also seek to mine the early Church for guidance in the contemporary Church. The
school of Radical Orthodoxy is such an example. Radical Orthodoxy has leveraged the
resources of Augustinianism (and to some degree Thomism) to address the perennial
challenges of the Church in the modem (and post-modem) era. However, most
conversation partners with Radical Orthodoxy have come from the Calvinistic or
Refonned branches of Protestantism (Smith 2004). There are indications, however, that
Wesley might prove to be just as fruitful an interlocutor (Long 2005). This research has
serendipitously uncovered more affinities between Augustine and Wesley than originally
imagined. Though these affinities might not be universally applauded, an AugustinianWesleyan rapprochement will certainly broaden horizons and deepen ecclesiastical
sympathies, possibly even opening fresh insight into the nature of evangelization. It may
even contribute to the kind of canonical rehabilitation championed by Abraham. Here
were two theologians of the church who utilized the broad range of the tradition as means
of grace. Augustine developed that heritage for a particular missionary situation and
challenge; Wesley redeveloped it for another.
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Conclusion
This historical/sociological study of evangelization has come to an end. In the
search for evangelism ' s "missing link," we have taken a long, hard look at the Wesleyan
model and the Alpha experiment in catechetical evangelism. Comparing these
approaches to forms of encapsulation as well as to the historic catechumenate has opened
new vistas of insight and understanding into the nature of evangelism. The missing link
in much contemporary evangelism is not merely an absence of process or the neglect of a
culture which encourages belief, but rather a misunderstanding at the very heart of how
people become friends with God and one another.
This socio-historical study of evangelism (and the converting power of God it
serves) has illuminated several features of the evangelistic missing link, or what has been
identified as a "culture of faith." First, evangelism is a species of social influence where
friendship is both the normative means and end of the process. Second, rites are not
necessarily rote because they are never divorced from their effect on friends. Third, the
Sermon on the Mount is normative content in evangelism for it announces the life of
beatitude to which emerging Christians are called, making them fit friends . And fourth,
catechetical evangelism has a role for everyone to play for at the heart of every faith
culture is an ever-widening circle of friendship pursing the task of the good news.
Catechumenal evangelism (and a faith culture) is not so much a gift of the Spirit
but rather the delivery system of those gifts. However, when those means and gifts are
utilized by the Spirit, the culture itself becomes a means and for those who come to faith
it is experienced as a gift.
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